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selected those topics which he found most congenial, 
and which seemed to him to bring out most clearly 
what he wanted to bring out. Also, he wanted the 
Greeks to explain themselves, so far as possible; he has 
therefore given considerable prominence to their litera¬ 
ture. Some of lus readers may demur, the Greeks would 
not have done 

The material is arranged on a substructure of Greek 
political history. This should enable those to read the 
book in comfort who might find it difficult to say off¬ 
hand who came first, Solon or Pericles. In sprte of 
generous omissions it proved impossible to cover the 
whole of ancient Greek civilization intelligibly in one 
volume. This one theiefore ends with Alexander; it is 
hoped to complete the story in a second instalment* 



PELICAN BOOKS 
A 220 

THE GREEKS 


H. D. F. KITTO 


H. D. F. KITTO 


PENGUIN BOOKS 
HARMONDSWORTH • MIDDLES!# 





FIRST PUBLISHED I95I 


MADE AND PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN 
FOR PENGUIN BOOKS LTD 
BY R. AND R. CLARK LTD, EDINBURGH 



CONTENTS 


1 INTRODUCTION 7 

2 1HE FORMATION OF THE CREEK 

PEOPLE 12 

3 THE COUNTRY 2,8 

4 HOMER 44 

5 THE POLIS 64 

6 CLASSICAL GREECE: THE EARLY 

PERIOD 79 

7 CLASSICAL GREECE! THE FIFTH 

CENTURY " 109 

8 THE GREEKS AT WAR I 36 

9 THE DECLINE OF THE POLIS 152 

10 THE GREEK MIND 169 

11 MYTH AND RELIGION 194 

12 LIFE AND CHARACTER 204 

« 

INDEX 253 



I 


INTRODUCTION 

The reader is asked, for the moment, to accept this as a reason¬ 
able statement of fact, that in a part of the world that had for 
centuries been civilized, and quite highly civilized, there 
gradually emerged a people, not very numerous, not very 
powerful, not very well organized, who had a totally new 
conception of what human life was for, and showed for the first 
time what the human mind was for. This statement will be 
amplified and, I hope, justified in what follows. We can begin 
the amplification now by observing that the Greeks themselves 
felt, in quite a simple and natural way, that they were different 
from any other people that they knew. At least, the Greeks of 
the classical period habitually divided the* human family into 
Hellenes and barbarians . 1 The pre-classical Greek, Homer for 
instance, does not speak of‘barbarians’ in this way; not because 
he was more polite than his descendants, but because this 
difference had not then fully declared itself 

It was not, in fact, a matter of politeness at all. The Greek 
word ‘barbaros’ does not mean ‘barbarian’ in the modem sense; 
it is not a term of loathing or contempt; it does not mean people 
who live in caves and eat their meat raw. It means simply people 
who make noises like ‘bar bar’ instead of talking Greek. If you 
did not speak Greek you were a ‘barbarian’, whether you be¬ 
longed to some wild Thracian tribe, or to one of the luxurious 
cities of the East, or to Egypt, which, as the Greeks well knew, 
had been a stable and civilized country many centuries before 
Greece existed. ‘Barbaros’ did not necessarily imply contempt. 
Many Greeks admired the moral code of the Persians and the 
wisdom of the Egyptians. The debt - material, intellectual and 
artistic - which the Greeks owed to the peoples of the East was 

I, I shall use the term ‘classical’ to designate the period from about the 
middle of the seventh century b.c. to the conquests of Alexander in the latter 
part of the fourth. 
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rarely forgotten. Yet these people were ‘barbaroi’, foreigners, 
and classed with (though not confused with) Thracians, 
Scythians and such. Only because they did not talk Greek? No; 
for the fact that they did not talk Greek was a sign of a pro¬ 
founder difference: it meant that they did not live Greek or 
think Greek either. Their whole attitude to life seemed differ¬ 
ent; and a Greek, however much he might admire or even 
envy a ‘barbarian* for this reason or that, could not but be 
aware of this difference. 

We may note in passing that one other race (not counting 
ourselves) has made this sharp distinction between itself and all 
other foreigners, namely the Hebrews. Here were two races, 
each very conscious of being different from its neighbours, 
living not very far apart, yet for the most part in complete 
ignorance of each other and influencing each other not at all 
until the period following Alexander’s conquests, when Greek 
thought influenced Hebraic thought considerably - as in 
Ecclesiastes. Yet it was the fusion of what was most characteristic 
in these two cultures - the religious earnestness of die Hebrews 
with the reason and humanity of die Greeks - which was to 
form the basis of later European culture, the Christian religion. 
But Gentile and Barbaros were very different conceptions; the 
one purely racial and religious, die other only incidentally 
racial and not in the least religious. What then led the Greek 
to make this sharp division? And had it any justification? 

It would be one answer, a true and sufficient one, to say that 
while the older civilizations of the East were often extremely 
efficient in practical matters and, sometimes, in their art not 
inferior to the Greeks, yet they were intellectually barren. For 
centuries, millions of people had had experience of life - and 
what did they do with it? Nothing. The experience of each 
generation (except in certain purely practical matters) died 
with it - not like the leaves of the forest, for they at least 
enrich the soil. That which distils, preserves and then en¬ 
larges the experience of a people is Literature. Before the 
Greeks, the Hebrews had created religious poetry, love-poetry, 
and the religious poetry and oratory of the Prophets, but 
literature in all its other known forms (except the novel) was 
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created and perfected by the Greeks. The difference between 
‘barbarian* historical chronicles and Thucydides is the differ¬ 
ence between a child and a man who can not only understand, 
but also make his imderstanding available to others. Epic poetry, 
history and drama; philosophy in all its branches, from meta¬ 
physics to economics; mathematics and many of the natural 
sciences - all these begin with the Greeks. 

Yet if we could ask an ancient Greek what distinguished him 
from the barbarian, he would not, I fancy, put these triumphs 
of the Greek mind first, even though he was conscious that 
he set about most tilings in a more intelligent way. (Demos¬ 
thenes, for example, rating his fellow-citizens for their spine¬ 
less policy towards Philip of Macedon, says ‘You are no better 
than a barbarian trying to box. Hit him in one spot, and his 
hands fly there; hit him somewhere else, and his hands go 
there/) Nor would he think first of the temples, statues and 
plays which we so justly admire. He would say, and in fact did 
say, ‘The barbarians are slaves; we Hellenes are free men’. 

And what did he mean by this ‘freedom* of the Greek, and 
the ‘slavery* of the foreigner? We must be careful not to 
interpret it in political terms alone, though the political 
reference is important enough. Politically it meant, not neces¬ 
sarily that he governed himself - because oftener than not he 
didn’t - but that however his polity was governed it respected 
his rights. State affairs were public affairs, not the private con¬ 
cern of a despot. He was ruled by Law, a known Law which 
respected justice. If his state was a full democracy, he took his 
own share in the government - and democracy, as the Greek 
understood it, was a form of government which the modern 
world docs not and cannot know; but if it was not a democracy, 
he was at least a ‘member, not a subject, and the principles of 
government were known. Arbitrary government, offended the 
Greek in his very soul. But as he looked out upon the wealthier 
and more highly civilized countries of the East, this is pre¬ 
cisely what he saw: palace-government, the rule of a King who 
was absolute; not governing, like the early Greek monarch, 
according to Themis, or a law derived from Heaven, but 
according to his private will only; not responsible to die gods, 
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because he was himself a god. The subject of such a master was 
a slave. 

But ‘eleutheria’ - of which ‘freedom' is only an incomplete 
translation - was much more than tills, though this is already 
a great deal. Slavery and despotism are things that maim the 
soul, for, as Homer says, ‘Zeus takes away from a man half of 
his manhood if the day of enslavement lays hold of him’. The 
Oriental custom of obeisance struck the Greek as not ‘eleu- 
tlieron’; in his eyes it was an affront to human dignity. Even 
to the gods the Greek prayed like a man, erect; though he 
knew as well as any the difference between the human and the 
divine. That he was not a god, he knew; but he was at least a 
man. He knew that the gods were quick to strike down with¬ 
out mercy the man who aped divinity, and that of all human 
qualities they most approved of modesty and reverence. Yet 
he remembered that God and Man were sprung of the same 
parentage: 

‘One is the race of Gods and of men; from one mother 1 we 
both draw our breath. Yet are our powers poles apart; for we 
are nothing, but for them the brazen Heaven endures for ever, 
their secure abode/ 

So says Pindar, in a noble passage sometimes mistranslated 
by scholars who should know better, and made to mean: ‘One 
is the race of Gods, and that of man is another*. But Pindar's 
whole point here is the dignity and the weakness of man; 
and this is the ultimate source of that tragic note that runs 
through all classical Greek literature. And it was this con¬ 
sciousness of the dignity of being a man that gave such urgency 
and intensity to the word that we inadequately translate 
‘freedom'. 

But there is more than this. There were ‘barbaroi’ other than 
those living under Oriental despotism. There were for example 
peoples of the North, living in tribal conditions from which 
the Greeks themselves had not long escaped. What was the 
great difference between these and the Greeks, if it was not 
merely the superior culture of the Greeks? 

It was this, that the Greeks had developed a form of polity 
I. The Earth-Mother. 
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which we clumsily and inaccurately translate ‘city-state’ - be¬ 
cause no modem language can do any better - which both 
stimulated and satisfied man’s higher instincts and capabilities. 
We shall have much to say about the ‘city-state’; here it will 
be enough to remark that the city-state, originally a local 
association for common security, became the focus of a man’s 
moral, intellectual, aesthetic, social and practical life, develop¬ 
ing and enriching these in a way in which no form of society 
had done before or has done since. Other forms of political 
society have been, as it were, static; the city-state was the 
means by which the Greek consciously strove to make the life 
both of the community and of the individual more excellent 
than it was before. 

This certainly is what an ancient Greek would put first 
among his countrymen’s discoveries, that they had found out 
the best way to live. Aristotle at all events thought so, for that 
saying of;' his which is usually translated ‘Man is a political 
animal’ really means ‘Man is an animal whose characteristic it 
is to live in a city-state’. If you did not do this, you were some¬ 
thing less than man at his best and most characteristic. Bar¬ 
barians did not; this was the great difference. 

In compiling this account of a people about whom such a lot 
might be said I have allowed myself the luxury of writing on 
points that happen to interest me, instead of trying to cover the 
whole field in a systematic and probably hurried way; also, I 
have stopped short with Alexander the Great, that is with the 
end of the city-state: not because I think the Greece of the next 
few centuries unimportant, but on the contrary because I think 
it far too important to be tucked away in a perfunctory final 
chapter - which is often what happens to it. If the gods are 
kind, I shall deal with Hellenistic and Roman Greece in a 
second volume. 

I have made the Greeks speak for themselves as much as I 
could, and I hope that a reasonably clear and balanced picture 
emerges. I have tried not to idealize, though I deal with the 
great men rather than the little ones, and with philosophers 
rather than rogues. It is from the mountain-tops that one gets 
the views: and rogues are much the same everywhere - though 
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the Greek rogue seems rarely to have been dull as well as 
wicked. 


11 

THE FORMATION OF THE 
GREEK PEOPLE 

Xenophon tells an immortal story which, since it is immortal, 
can be retold here. It concerns an incident in the march of the 
Ten Thousand through the awful mountains of Armenia to¬ 
wards the Black Sea. These men were mercenary soldiers who 
had been enlisted by Cyrus the Younger to help him drive his 
half-brother from the Persian throne - not that Cyrus told 
them this, for he knew very well that no Greek army would 
willingly march three months from the sea. However, by 
deceit and cajolery he got them into Mesopotamia, The dis¬ 
ciplined and well-armed Greeks easily defeated tne Persian 
army, but Cyrus was killed. An awkward position for every¬ 
body. The Persians suddenly had on their hands an experienced 
army that they could do nothing with, and the Greeks were 
three months' march from home, without a leader, paymaster 
or purpose, an unofficial, international body, owing allegiance 
to no one but itself. They might have run amok; they might 
have degenerated into robber-bands to be destroyed piecemeal; 
they might have been incorporated into the Persian army and 
empire. 

None of these things happened. They wanted to go home 
- but not through the length of Asia Minor, of which they had 
seen quite enough. They decided to strike north, in the hope of 
reaching die Black Sea. They elected a general, Xenophon 
himself, an Athenian country-gentleman, and he was as much 
Chairman as he was General, for diey decided policy in con¬ 
cert. With the self-disciplinc that these turbulent Greeks often 
displayed, they held together, week after week, and made 
their way through these unknown mountains, conciliating the 
natives when they could, and fighting them when conciliation 
failed. 
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Some perished, but not many; they survived as an organized 
force. One day, as we read in Xenophon's quite unheroic 
Anabasis , Xenophon was commanding the rearguard while the 
leading troops were climbing to the head of a pass. When they 
got to the top they suddenly began to shout and to gesticulate 
to those behind. These hurried up, imagining that it was yet 
another hostile tribe in front. They, on reaching the ridge, 
began to shout too, and so did each successive company after 
them - all shouting, and pointing excitedly to the north. At 
last the anxious rearguard could hear what they were all 
shouting: it was ‘Thalassa, thalassa'. The long nightmare was 
over, for ‘thalassa' is the Greek for ‘sea’. There it was, shimmer¬ 
ing in the distance - salt water; and where there was salt water, 
Greek was understood, and the way home was open. As one 
of the Ten Thousand said, ‘We can finish our journey like 
Odysseus, lying on our backs'. 

I recount this story, partly on Herodotus' excellent principle, 
that a good story never comes amiss to the judicious reader, 
partly because of the surprising fact that this eminently Greek 
word ‘thalassa', ‘salt-water', appears to be not a Greek word at 
all. To be more precise: Greek is a member of the Indo- 
European family of languages, akin to Latin, Sanskrit, and the 
Celtic and Teutonic tongues: languages carried by migrations 
from somewhere in Central Europe south-east to Persia and 
India, so that the Indian ‘raj' is akin to the Latin ‘rex’ and the 
French ‘roi\ southwards into the Balkan and Italian peninsulas, 
and westwards as far as Ireland. Yet the Greek for so Greek a 
thing as the sea is not Indo-European. Where did the Greeks 
find it? 

A companion-picture to Xenophon's may explain that - 
though the earliest authority for this story is the present writer. 
Some ten, or maybe fifteen, centuries before the march of the 
Ten Thousand a band of Greek-speaking people was making 
its way south, out of the Balkan mountains, down the Struma 
or Vardar valley in search of a more comfortable home. 
Suddenly they saw in front of them an immense amount of 
water, more water than they or their ancestors had ever seen 
before. In astonishment, they contrived to ask the natives what 
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that was: and the natives, rather puzzled, said, ‘Why, thalassa, 
of course*. So ‘thalassa’ it remained, after nearly all the other 
words in that language had perished. 

It would of course be very rash to base upon a single word 
any theory of the origins of a people: foreign words are 
adopted, and can strangle native words, with great ease. But in 
the mature Greek civilization of the fifth and subsequent 
centuries (b.c.), there are many features wliich are most easily 
explained if this civilization was the direct offspring of two 
earlier ones, and there is some evidence that in fact it was. 

Let us examine a few more words. There are in Greek two 
classes of words wliich arc not Greek by origin, words ending 
(like ‘thalassa’) in -assos or -essos, mostly place names - Hali- 
camassos, Herodotus’ birthplace, is an example - and words 
ending in -inthos, such as ‘hyacinthos’, ‘Gorinthos*, ‘labyrin- 
thos*, all of which arc familiar to us. Foreign importations? 
Corinth originally a foreign settlement? Possibly. What is more 
surprising than ‘Corinth* is that ‘Athens* is not a Greek name, 
nor the goddess Athena. Sentiment at least rebels against the 
idea that Athens owes her name to foreigners intruding upon 
Greeks - and so does tradition, for the Athenians were one of 
two Greek peoples who claimed to be ‘autochthonous’, or 
‘bom of the soil’; the other one being the Arcadians, who were 
settled in Arcadia before the birth of the moon. 

Now, there is reason, as we shall see presently, for treating 
traditions with respect, and there is at least some plausibility in 
these Arcadian and Athenian legends; for Arcadia is the 
mountainous heart of the Peloponnese, difficult to conquer (as 
the Turks found later), and Attica, the territory of the Athen¬ 
ians, has thin soil not very attractive to invaders or immigrants. 
Athena then is non-Greek, and there is some reason to think 
that she and her people are also pre-Greek, wliich is a different 
thing. 

Another Athenian legend may take us a little further. One of 
the best known of Athenian stories was that there was once a 
contest between Athena and the god Poseidon for the pos¬ 
session of the Acropolis. Athena came off best, but the god also 
obtained a footing there. Now, Poseidon appears to be a 
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Greek god - it might perhaps be less confusing to say ‘Hel¬ 
lenic’: Athena is non-Hellenic. The interpretation of legends 
like these is not a matter of certainty, but it is tempting to see 
in this one die memory of the collision, in Attica, of an in¬ 
coming Hellenic people with the indigenous worshippers of 
Athena, a collision which found a peaceful issue, with the 
natives ^absorbing the incomers. 

The later Greeks themselves believed in an original non- 
Hellenic population which they called Pelasgian, remnants of 
which still remained pure in classical times, speaking their own 
language. Herodotus, who was interested in nearly everything 
diat came to his notice, was interested in the origin of the 
Greeks; and of the two main branches of the later Greek people, 
the Ionians and the Dorians, he asserts that the lonians were 
Pelasgian by descent. Indeed, in distinction to the Ionians he 
calls the Dorians 4 Hellenic\ He goes on to say ‘What language 
the Pclasgians used I cannot say for certain, but if I may con¬ 
jecture from those Pelasgians who still exist ... diey spoke a 
barbarian language’ - meaning by ‘barbarian’ no more dian 
‘non-Hellenic’. 

This tallies well enough with what we have conjectured 
about the Athenians, for they claimed to be the leaders and the 
metropolis of the Ionian Greeks, and diey also claimed to be 
indigenous. 

This then would be the picture, if we could trust die tra¬ 
ditions. An indigenous non-Hellenic race inhabited Attica and 
the Peloponnese. At some time that cannot be determined 
Greek-speaking peoples from further north migrated into this 
region - no doubt very gradually - and imposed their language 
on diem, much as the Saxons did on England. This was not a 
sudden, catastrophic invasion: the archaeological records show 
no sudden break in culture before the Dorian invasion of about 
1100. Pelasgian ‘pockets’ which escaped the influence of diese 
incomers continued to speak a language unintelligible to 
Herodotus. 

I have said that the date of these migrations cannot be deter¬ 
mined; it is, however, possible to set a lower limit. It is quite 
certain that these Dorian Greeks of about 1100 were not the 
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first bringers of the Greek tongue to Greece, for they were 
preceded, by at least two centuries, by Achaean Greeks, about 
whom we know something, though not enough. Some of 
these have, to generations of Englishmen, been more familiar 
than our own Egberts and Egwiths and Aclfrics, for Atreus’ 
sons Agamemnon and Menelaus were Achaeans, and Achilles 
and the other heroes of whom Homer was to write, three 
hundred years or so later. 

Were these Achaeans then the first Grcek-speakers in Greece? 
Nothing obliges us to think so; indeed, nothing but the tra¬ 
dition really obliges us to think that any tiling other than Greek 
was ever the dominant language in Greece, for it is conceivable, 
though not perhaps very likely, that non-Hellenic names like 
Athens are intrusions. 

But is there any reason to believe these traditions? A hundred 
years ago historians said no. Grote wrote, for example, that 
the legends were invented by the Greeks, out of their in¬ 
exhaustible fancy, to fill in the blank space of their unknown 
past. To believe that a King Minos had ever ruled in Crete, or 
that a Trojan War had ever been fought, would be foolish: 
equally foolish to deny the possibility. An earlier historian of 
Greece, Thucydides, treated the traditions quite differently, as 
historical records - of a certain kind - to be criticized and used 
in the appropriate way. 

His account of the Trojan War, given in the early chapters 
of his history, is a fine example of the proper handling of 
historical material - for it never occurred to Thucydides that 
he was not dealing with historical material. Oil Minos the 
legendary King of Crete he writes: 

Minos is the earliest ruler we know of who possessed a fleet, and 
controlled most of what are now Greek waters. He ruled the Cyclades, 
and was the first colonizer of most of them, installing his own sons as 
governors. In all probability he cleared the sea of pirates, so far as he 
could, to secure his own revenues. 

Thucydides, like most Greeks, believed in the general truth 
of the traditions: modem writers disbelieved. But Grote’s 
admirable history had not passed through many editions before 
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Schliemann went to Mycenae and Troy and dug up something 
uncommonly like Homer's two cities: and subsequently Sir 
Arthur Evans went to Crete and practically dug up King Minos 
and his island-empire. It is at least abundantly clear that from 
early in the third millennium to about 1400 b.c. - a period as 
long as from the Fall of Rome to the present day - Crete, 
especially the city of Cnossos, was the centre of a brilliant 
civilization which gradually spread in all directions over the 
Aegean world. Since Cnossos was unfortified, its masters must 
have controlled the seas, just as Thucydides said. 

This is the outstanding example of the general reliability of 
tradition - in the Greek world: parallels elsewhere are not hard 
to fmd. Sometimes legends have been corroborated to an 
almost absurd degree. The story of the Minotaur is an example. 
There was a story - which Thucydides is too austere to men¬ 
tion - that each year the Athenians had to pay die tribute of 
seven youths and seven maidens to a dreadful monster, the 
Minotaur, who lived in a labyrinth at Cnossos, until they were 
set free by die royal prince Theseus, who slew the Minotaur, 
aided by Ariadne and the ball of string which she gave him to 
guide him out of the labyrinth. Such was the legend: here are 
some facts. Of the name ‘Mino tamos’, the first half is obviously 
Minos, and the second half ‘tauros’ is the Greek for a bull; 
and from what Evans found at Cnossos - friezes, statuettes and 
the like - it is quite clear that these Cretans worshipped the bull. 
Then, if anything ancient looks like a labyrinth it is the 
ground-plan of the vast palace which Evans dug up. Further, 
there is abundant evidence that these Minoan Cretans used, as 
a symbol of divinity, or of authority, a double-headed axe of 
the kind that die later Greeks called ‘labrysh Finally, Attica 
certainly came under Cretan influence culturally, quite possibly 
then politically as well: it is therefore not at all unlikely that 
the lords of Cnossos did in fact take hostages for good be¬ 
haviour from noble Athenian families, just as the Turks did 
many centuries later. Theseus seems to be a mistake, as he 
comes from a later period, and so far no one has substantiated 
the romantic Ariadne or found the string: otherwise the legend 
emerges with credit. 



l8 


THE GREEKS 


Similarly with Troy. Of the nine superimposed cities on 
that site, Troy VI was destroyed by fire at about the traditional 
date of the Trojan War (i 194-1184). One of Homer’s standing 
epithets for Troy is 'of the wide way’: Troy VI did have a wide 
street running around the city just inside the walls. These walls 
were built by two gods and one mortal, and the sector built by 
the mortal was weaker and proved vulnerable: the walls of 
Troy VI were weaker at one point (where access was more 
difficult), and this corresponds with Homer’s description. 

So it is with many of the genealogies. Of the Homeric heroes 
most could trace their line up tlirough three generations, then 
comes a god. With some irreverence this has been suggested as 
meaning 'And who his father was, God only .knows’: with 
more reverence, one may suggest alternatively that it re¬ 
presents a claim to divine favour made by the founder of a 
dynasty: 'By the grace of God, your new King’. In the other 
direction, these genealogies peter out two generations after 
the Trojan War, which would bring us to the traditional date 
of the Dorian invasion, about 1100, at which time (as ex¬ 
cavation has shown) all existing cities on the mainland were 
destroyed. Again, the longest genealogies known were those 
of die royal houses of Attica and Argos; these would take us 
back to about 1700 b.c. We have already seen that die Athen¬ 
ians, with some plausibility, claimed to be oldest inhabitants, 
but there is also this point: Athens and Argos were conspicuous 
among Greek cities in the Classical Age in having as their 
chief deity not a god but a goddess, Athena and Argive Hera. 
Now, many cult-images have been discovered in Crete, and 
they make it fairly clear that this people worshipped a goddess. 
If there was a god, he was subordinate. The goddess was 
evidently a nature-goddess, symbolic of the fertility of the soil. 
The Hellenic deities were predominantly male. It is at least 
suggestive that these two people, the Athenians and the 
Argives, which had the longest genealogies, worshipped female 
deities, one of whom, and probably both, had non-Hellenic 
names. Zeus (Latin cleus ‘god’) is purely Hellenic. He had a 
very shadowy Hellenic consort Dione, whose name is akin to 
his own. But in Greek mythology his consort was Argive Hera, 
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and we are assured by a Homeric Hymn that Argive Hera had 
been reluctant to marry him - not unreasonably, as it turned 
out. Once more an obvious interpretation lies to hand, in the 
fusion of two peoples of different cultures, apparently of 
different languages, and possibly therefore of different race. 

We sec then that traditions which profess to be historical arc 
by no means to be dismissed out of hand. Herodotus, an avid 
and not uncritical enquirer, regarded the Ionian Greeks as a 
‘barbarian’ people who had been Hellenized: it may yet be 
shown that he is right. If so, we should certainly expect to find 
that the process was a very gradual one: only the Dorian 
Invasion presents the appearance of a general conquest. 

Our brief discussion has touched on another point: gods and 
goddesses. In the religious observances of classical Greece there 
is a kind of dualism. This is rather surprising in so philosophic 
a people, and is most easily understood on the assumption that 
Greek culture is the offspring of two profoundly different 
ones. From a distance the Olympian Pantheon of the twelve 
gods, presided over by Zeus, looks impressively solid, but on 
closer inspection this solidity dissolves. The goddesses, as we 
have seen, turn out not even to have Greek names, and the key¬ 
stone of the whole arch, the marriage of Zeus with Hera, looks 
very like a dynastic marriage. Moreover, there was a whole re¬ 
gion of cult and belief that had only an adventitious connexion 
with Olympus. The true Olympian cults were based on the 
ideas of a god who protected the tribe or the state or the family, 
and took the guest or the suppliant under his care; the god was, 
in fact, intimately connected with the social organism. He was 
also a nature-god, but only in the sense that he explained 
certain natural forces: Zeus sent the rain, and lightning, and 
Poseidon stirred up the sea and shook the earth. Into this 
system Athena was entirely absorbed: she became the daughter 
of Zeus, the armed protectress of the city, the giver of social 
wisdom. But her Owl reminds us of her origin - a nature- 
goddess, not a goddess of the tribe. Cults based on the mys¬ 
terious life-giving powers of nature existed in Greece side by 
side with the Olympian cults and in sharp contrast with them; 
for instance, these mystery cults appealed to the individual. 
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the Olympian concerned the group: these admitted anyone, 
bond or free, the Olympian admitted only members of the 
group: these taught doctrines of rebirth, regeneration, im¬ 
mortality; the Olympian taught nothing, but were concerned 
with the paying of the honours due to the immortal and unseen 
members of the community. They are entirely different con¬ 
ceptions of religion, and it is rouglily true to say that the god- 
conception is European and die goddess-conception Mediter¬ 
ranean; the goddesses come down in straight descent from 
Minoan Crete. 

It is time now to say something about this age-long civil¬ 
ization which was a dim memory to the historical Greeks and 
pure fancy to our grandfathers. Chronologically, it begins in 
the Neolithic stage at about 4000 B.c., has reached the Bronze 
Age by 2800, and thereupon flourishes, with periods of great 
brilliance alternating widi periods of relative stagnation, until 
Cnossos is finally sacked and destroyed at about 1400. Geo¬ 
graphically, it begins in Cnossos, then spreads to other sites in 
Crete, then gradually to the islands of the Aegean and to many 
parts not only of southern and central Greece but also to the 
coasts of Asia Minor and to Philistia. From 1600 certain places 
on the Greek mainland begin to rival Crete herself as centres of 
civilization, and after the destruction of Cnossos become its 
heirs: among these the chief is Mycenae, whence this late 
branch of the old Minoan, or Aegean, culture (though the first 
to be rediscovered) is known as the Mycenaean civilization. 
It is a late stage of this, imperfectly remembered, which is the 
background of the Iliad. 

It is impossible to say much here about this civilization. The 
absence of fortification attests that it was politically based on 
sca-power; the vast palaces attest its wealth. The extremely 
complex plan of the palace at Cnossos suggests that it was a 
centre of administration rather than a stronghold. We may 
safely attribute a palace-government to these ancient Cretans; 
it is impossible to fit any kind of popular government into the 
ruins. The painted vases, friezes, statuettes and other material 
remains show that this civilization was one of great elegance, 
vigour, gaiety and material well-being. There is the often 
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quoted remark of the French scholar contemplating the Cretan 
ladies on a frieze: ‘mais cc sont des Parisiennes!’ And - to turn 
to a rather different aspect of human culture ~ the drainage 
system of the great palace was hailed as ‘absolutely English’. 
The pottery, big and little, shows in its best periods a mar¬ 
vellous craftsmanship and sense of design. It can indeed be 
fussy, filling with ornament what should be empty space; on 
the other hand it sometimes uses empty space with an as¬ 
surance and security reminiscent of Chinese art at its best. In 
general, we get the impression of a gay, aristocratic culture, 
with hunting, bull-baiting and acrobatics well to the fore. 

But other sides of their civilization were, presumably, as 
important to these Minoans as their art - possibly more so. 
In books about past civilizations art is commonly given undue 
space - for two reasons. In the first place, it is easier to photo¬ 
graph a temple or a painting than a moral creed or a political 
philosophy; and in the second place, many peoples have been 
inarticulate except through their art. In fact, the Greeks and the 
Jews are the first ancient peoples who were not. So it is with 
the Minoans. Their art speaks to us directly, nothing else speaks 
at all, except indirectly, through inferences. Their remains arc 
abundant, and, in both senses of the word, unquestionable. 
But what they thought about life, how they faced its problems, 
we do not know. They did indeed know the art of writing; 
we have something of what they wrote - but we cannot read 
it. We must hope that someone, sometime will succeed in 
deciphering and translating it - to tell us, it may be/why an 
official was angry with a subordinate, or what, in the seven¬ 
teenth century before Christ, was the price of beef. 

But though we know nothing, except by inference, about 
their ideas and experiences, we know something about their 
ancestry. They have left representations of themselves, and 
these make it quite clear that they were of the slight, dark- 
skinned, black-haired ‘Mediterranean’ stock which originated 
in North Africa. This people had already passed out of the 
palaeolithic stage when they came - some of them - to an un¬ 
inhabited Crete. Did others of them push further, and settle in 
parts of Greece? That is what we do not know. 
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The latest Cretan art leads directly into the ‘Mycenaean* 
culture of the mainland, almost without a break, though with 
the addition of new features. The typical palace-plan was 
different. Not only was the palace more of a fortress (which 
the more turbulent conditions of the mainland would explain), 
but also the rooms seem to have been less open, as if the style 
had originated in a harder climate; moreover, as the style 
developed it achieved a symmetry unlike anything in Cretan 
architecture. Another new thing is that for the first time the 
human figure appears in painting. Cretan artists had used, and 
the Mycenaean artists continued to use, linear patterns and 
designs, whether naturalistic or stylized, taken from animal and 
plant life; now for the first time men appear, and a motif which 
was to be very popular in the earliest Greek art, the chariot. 

Who were the people who made this Mycenaean culture? 
Artists and craftsmen who abandoned a Crete in decay and 
settled in a new home, among rude Hellenes, and made art for 
them? Or have we (as seems more likely) a predominantly 
non-Greek population, already deeply influenced by Crete, 
and possibly akin to the Cretan people, but having over them 
a newly-arrived, charioteering Greek aristocracy? Is it possible, 
if the latter supposition is true, that Herodotus is right, and that 
the mass of the ‘Mycenaeans’ were Ionians, whether already 
Hcllenized or not? - These arc questions that may be answered, 
some day. Meanwhile, whatever be the picture that we 
attempt to draw, we should probably be wise not to try to 
make it too tidy, for no doubt casual immigrations and local 
conquests had been going on for a very long time: and some¬ 
where in this picture room must be found for Homer’s ‘brown¬ 
haired Achaeans*, brown-haired (Xanthoi) in evident dis¬ 
tinction from, the black-haired people over whom they ruled. 
For Homer’s Zcus-born kings were a quasi-feudal aristocracy 
lording it over inert subjects who played a very small part 
either in fighting or in politics. An obvious parallel is the 
Norman aristocracy which planted itself on Saxon England: 
the ‘palace’ which Atreus built at Mycenae and bequeathed to 
his son Agamemnon was a fortress rather than a palace, the 
centre of a system of strategic roads which gave ready access 
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to various parts of the Peloponnese and Central Greece: and in 
these parts of Greece there were other fortresses of the same 
kind. But in one important respect tins Achaean aristocracy was 
unlike the Norman: the Normans brought a superior civil¬ 
ization; the Achaeans found one. From this point of view it is 
interesting to note one of die inaccuracies of the tradition on 
which Homer worked, three or four centuries later. In some 
respects this tradition reproduces the Mycenaean Age widi 
remarkable fidelity, notably in its political geography. When 
Homer wrote - perhaps somewhere near 850 - the Dorian 
Invasion of about 1100 had completely changed the map of 
Greece. Mycenae itself, for example, had become a place of no 
importance, and the Asian coast, Homer's own home, had 
become Greek. Yet the Iliad preserves with complete fidelity 
a picture of Greece as it had been in the thirteenth century; 
nothing in it implies the Ionia in Asia which Homer himself 
knew. But the interesting inaccuracy is that the art and the 
articles of luxury which Homer describes are attributed to the 
Phoenicians. The fact that they were of native workmanship 
was completely forgotten, and must have seemed incredible. 
The Achaeans were rude conquerers with no art: still more so 
the Dorians who followed them. They have been compared to 
a man who succeeds to an estate and spends all his capital. 

Other inconsistencies point in the same direction. In Homer 
the dead are cremated, but the native practice - and indeed the 
usual classical practice - was burial. In Homer we meet the 
Olympian religion of sky-gods; there is no trace of the Cretan 
and Aegean earth-goddess. In Homer there is hunting in 
plenty, but no sign of the bull-baiting so prominent in My¬ 
cenaean art. So one might continue. The Homeric tradition is 
accurate so far as it goes, but it is the tradition of a small con¬ 
quering class, separated by a wide gulf from the life of the 
more civilized subject-people, yet not suddenly destroying or 
even seriously modifying that civilized life. 

When did the Achaeans arrive? To put the question like this 
implies, probably, over-simplification. Cnossos was destroyed, 
certainly by raiders from oversea, at about 1400, and contem¬ 
porary Egyptian records say that the ‘islands of the sea* were 
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being disturbed and the coasts of Egypt raided by ‘Akhai- 
washi’ - who are near enough in name to the Homeric 
‘Akhaivoi’ to make the identification certain. Rather later 
we hear from Hittite sources of marauders in Asia led by a man 
whose name is suspiciously like ‘Atreus’. Agamemnon’s father 
was called Atreus. There is no need to try to identify the two. 
The Atreus whom we know was the King of Mycenae, son of 
‘Pelops who gave his name to the Peloponnese (‘island of 
Pelops’) - not perhaps a very likely person to be chasing 
Hittites in Asia Minor. ‘Pelops’ is a Greek name, meaning 
‘ruddy-face’ - and he came from Lydia in Asia Minor, so 
that the other Atreus may have been of the same family. 

All tins suggests widespread disturbances during the late 
fifteenth and the fourteenth centuries, with people called 
Achaeans taking the lead. If we can rely on the genealogies, 
Pelops crossed the Aegean and married into the royal family of 
Elis, near Olympia, in the first half of the thirteenth century, 
since his grandson Agamemnon led the united Achaeans to 
Troy very early in the twelfth (traditionally, 1194). Moreover 
- if the genealogies are to be trusted - it was during the same 
thirteenth century that other Achaean dynasties were founded. 

But they all fell, and the decaying Mycenaean Age came to 
an end, at the end of the twelfth. Other conquerors, the 
Dorians, came down from north-central Greece, this time not 
successful adventurers seizing or harrying small kingdoms, but 
a destroying flood of men, making a sudden end of a long 
civilization, and beginning a Dark Age, three centuries of 
chaos, after which Classical Greece begins to emerge. The 
Ionians have taken refuge across the sea (except the Athenians), 
the name ‘Achaea’ is confined to the narrow |>lain along the 
southern coast of the Gulf of Corinth, and the orown-haired’ 
Achaeans - and for that matter the brown-haired Dorians, if 
they also were of this colour - have been absorbed into the 
dark-haired type which Greece produces, much as the fair¬ 
haired Celts of Gaul became dark Frenchmen. 

A hundred years ago this Dark Age was completely dark, 
but for the sudden and inexplicable blaze of Homer, and the 
Classical Age that followed was the miraculous first flowering 
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of civilization and art in Europe. Now the darkness is a little less 
dense, since we can follow through it the arts of the potter and 
the metal-worker. The latter art actually progressed, stimulated 
by the introduction of iron, and the painting of pottery, though 
it lost the elegance, freedom and invention of the earlier age, 
produced in die ninth century the splended ‘Dipylon’ vases of 
Athens, Like the earliest Minoan pottery, they are decorated 
with severely geometrical patterns, but once more we find a 
motif which the Cretans did not use - the human figure. We 
find subjects like warriors with their chariots, funeral scenes, 
men rowing a warship; the figures stylized, with thin lines for 
arms and legs, a blob for a head, and a triangle for the upper 
body: primitive in technique, but extremely successful in 
general design, and showing, like some of the Mycenaean 
vases, the typically Hellenic interest in man and his works. 

This has been a long and necessarily inconclusive survey, but 
it has brought out one important point, that the art of Classical 
Greece was not an entirely new creation, but rather a Renais¬ 
sance. It is, however, a Renaissance in very different conditions 
and of a very different temper. To the earlier art something had 
been added; the confusion which we have just described pro¬ 
duced a fusion - a new people with the gifts of both its parents. 
I have suggested, perhaps a little rashly, that we have signs of 
this in the interest shown, first by Mycenaean, and then by 
Athenian, painters in the activities of man, and indeed this 
interest in man is one of the dominant characteristics of Greek 
thought. But we may perhaps go deeper. The greatness of 
Greek art - and let us use the word in its most inclusive sense 
- lies in this, that it completely reconciles two principles which 
are often opposed: on the one hand control and clarity and 
fundamental seriousness; on the other, brilliance, imagination 
and passion. All Classical Greek art has to a remarkable degree 
that intellectual quality which shows itself in the logic and the 
certainty of its construction. Intellectualism in art suggests to 
us a certain aridity; but Greek art, whether it be the Parthenon, 
a play by Aeschylus, a Platonic dialogue, a piece of pottery, 
the painting on it, or a passage of difficult analysis in Thucy¬ 
dides, has, with all its intellectualism, an energy and a passion 
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which arc overwhelming precisely because they are so in¬ 
telligently controlled. 

Now, if we compare the art of Classical Greece with Minoan 
or Aegean art, we find a significant difference. The best of 
Minoan art has all the qualities that art can have - except this 
consuming intcllcctualism. It is difficult to imagine Greek 
architects evolving, even by accident or under pain of death, 
a building so chaotic in plan as the palace at Cnossos. Greek 
art won some of its most brilliant victories in the hardest and 
most serious of all the arts, big-scale sculpture: it can be no 
accident, at this time of day, that no Minoan sculpture has been 
found other than quite small works. It is of course true that all 
art worthy of the name must be serious - and reflective: 
nevertheless, there is a sense in which one would attribute these 
qualities to Greek art and not to the Minoan: brilliant, sensitive, 
elegant, gay - these are the adjectives which one instinctively 
uses of the Minoan - but not 'intellectual’. 

For the intellectual strain in Classical Greek art we must turn 
to the Hellenes - and not without evidence. When they de¬ 
scended from the northern mountains they brought no art 
with them, but they did bring a language, and in the Greek 
language - in its very structure - are to be found that clarity 
and control, that command of structure, which we see pre¬ 
eminently in Classical Greek art and miss in the earlier. In the 
first place, Greek, like its cousin Latin, is a highly-inflected 
language, with a most elaborate and delicate syntax, and die 
further back one can go in the history of the language, the 
more elaborate are the inflections, and (in many ways) the 
more delicate is the syntax. Greek syntax is much more varied, 
much less rigid, than Latin - as the young student of Classics 
soon discovers, to his joy or his sorrow, according to tem-* 
perament. Consequently, it is the nature of Greek to express 
with extreme accuracy not only die relation between ideas, 
but also shades of meaning ana emotion. But closer to our 
present point is a consequence of this - unless indeed it is a 
cause - the periodic style. Both in Greek and in Latin, if a 
statement happens to be complex, consisting of one or more 
leading ideas accompanied by any number of explanatory or 
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qualifying ideas, the whole complex can be set out, and 
normally is, with perfect clarity in a single sentence. That is to 
say, both languages have a markedly architectural quality. But 
there is a significant difference between them. The Romans 
seem to have achieved the periodic style by sheer determination 
and courage: the Greeks were bom with it. Not only has 
Greek many more ways of slipping in a subordinate clause - 
for example, the regular Greek verb has ten participles (if I 
have counted correctly), the Latin only three - but also Greek 
is well stocked with little words, conjunctions that hunt in 
couples or in packs, whose sole function is to make the structure 
clear. They act, as it were, as signposts. The reader must often 
have had the following embarrassing experience: reading 
aloud, he has embarked on an English sentence, and at a 
certain point has dropped his voice, under the impression that 
the sentence was coming to an end: but at the critical point he 
has found not a full-stop but only a semi-colon or a comma, 
so that he has had to retrace his steps for a word or two, hitch 
up his voice, and continue. This could never happen to him in 
Greek, because the Greek writer would have put at the very 
beginning the word which I must write as ‘te’ meaning ‘This 
sentence (or clause or phrase) is going to have at least two 
co-ordinate members, and the second (and subsequent ones, 
if any) is going to be a simple addition to the first’, or the word 
‘men’, meaning precisely the same thing, except that this time 
the second (ana subsequent) members will be not a con¬ 
tinuation but a contrast. English of course can do tills: an 
English sentence can begin ‘While, on the one hand But 
Greek does it with much more ease, by instinct, and always. 
We have indeed no direct transcripts of Ancient Greek con- 
venation, but we have passages, in the dramatists and in Plato, 
in which the writer is striving to give the effect of unpre¬ 
meditated speech, and in these a fairly elaborate periodic 
structure; is not uncommon, but even if we do not fine! this we 
always find a perfeedy limpid and unambiguous ordering of the 
sentence, as if the speaker saw the ground-plan of his idea, and 
therefore of his sentence, in a flash, before he began to put it 
into words. It is the nature of the Greek language to be exact, 
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subtle and clear. The imprecision and the lack of immediate 
perspicuity into which English occasionally deviates 1 and 
from which German occasionally emerges, is quite foreign to 
Greek. I do not mean that it is impossible to talk nonsense in 
Greek; it is quite possible -- but the fact that it is nonsense is at 
once patent. The Greek vice in language is not vagueness or 
woolliness but a kind of bogus clarity, a firm drawing of 
distinctions which are not there. 

The mind of a people is expressed perhaps more immediately 
in the structure of its language than in anything else it makes, 
but in all Greek work we shall find this firm grasp of the idea, 
and its expression in clear and economical form. With this 
clarity and constructive power and seriousness we shall find a 
quick sensitiveness and an unfailing elegance. This is the 
secret of what has been called ‘the Greek miracle’, and the 
explanation - or an important part of it - lies in the fusion 
of cultures, if not of peoples too. 


111 

THE COUNTRY 

This perhaps is the place to consider briefly the geography of 
Greece. What is the nature of the country that attracted these 
successive bands of rude Northerners, and occasionallyEastem- 
ers, and what did it do for them? 

The reader will be familiar with the general configuration 
of Greece - a land of limestone mountains, narrow valleys, long 
gulfs, few rivers and many islands - the surviving eminences of 
a drowned mountain-system, as a glance at the map at once 
suggests. There are a few plains - not large ones, but extremely 
important in the economy and the history of the country. Of 
these, some are coastal, like the narrow and fertile plain of 

z. When I say ‘English’ I do not mean the English of administrators, politi¬ 
cians and important people who write letters to The Times. Imprecision would 
be the chief quality of this language, but for its weary pomposity and its childish 
delight in foolish metaphors. 



THE COUNTRY 


29 


Adhaea that runs along the southern coast of the Gulf; others 
He inland, Hke Lacedaemon (Sparta); perhaps almost entirely 
barred from the sea by mountains, like the plains of Thessaly 
and Boeotia. The Boeotian plain is particularly lush , 1 and with 
a very heavy atmosphere; ‘Boeotian pig’, the more nimble- 
witted Athenians used to call their neighbours. 

Greece is a region of great variety. Mediterranean and sub- 
alpine conditions exist witliin a few miles of each other; 
fertile plains alternate with wild mountain country; many an 
enterprising community of seamen and traders had as neigh¬ 
bours an inland agricultural people that knew the sea and 
commerce hardly at all, traditional and conservative, even as 
wheat and cattle are traditional and conservative. Contrasts in 
Greece today can be startling. In Athens and the Piraeus you 
have at your disposal - or had, before the war - a large modem 
European city, with trams, buses and taxis, aeroplanes arriving 
every few hours, and a harbour crammed with ships going 
everywhere - to Aegina across the bay, up the east coast, up the 
west coast, through the Canal, to Alexandria, to the chief ports 
of Europe, to the Americas; but in a few hours you can make 
your way to parts of Central Greece or the Peloponnesus where 
for miles around the only roads arc bridle-tracks and the only 
wheeled vehicle is the wheelbarrow. In Kalamata I was taken 
over a large, up-to-date flour-mill, into which the com was 
brought directly, by suction, from the holds of the ships that 
had carried it; two days before, and not twenty miles away, I 
had seen threshing being done, in Old Testament style, by 
horses or mules careering around a circular threshing-floor in a 
comer of a field, and the winnowing done on the same spot 
with die never-failing help of the wind. In antiquity the con¬ 
trasts are perhaps not so great, but they arc still very striking. 
Variety meets us everywhere, and is a fact of great significance. 

It is of great importance to the development of Greek cul¬ 
ture that most states had dieir strip of ferule plain, of upland 
pasture, of forested mountain-slopes, and of barren mountain- 
summits, and in many cases access to the sea as well. There was 

I. The name Boeotia means ‘cow-land\ Not many parts of Greece have 
pastures good enough for cows. 
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no Birmingham, or Wiltshire; no community, that is, with a 
uniform way of life; less uniformity even than in medieval 
England. States that we think of as pre-eminently commercial 
and industrial, like Corinth and Athens, were at least as much 
agricultural as commercial. The brilliance of the civic life of 
Athens in the fifth century makes us forget too easily that most 
Athenian citizens were in the first place farmers. It is evident 
from the earlier comedies of Aristophanes that Athens re¬ 
mained very much of a country-town, and Thucydides 
expressly says that those in Attica who had land lived on it 
until the Peloponnesian. War drove them into the city for 
safety. It was the Spartan invasions that turned them into 
city-dwellcrs. 

If this is true of Athens, it is much more true of the other 
Greek states. Town and country were closely-knit - except in 
those remoter parts, like Arcadia and Western Greece, which 
had no towns at all. City-life, where it developed, was always 
conscious of its background of country, mountains and sea, and 
country-life knew the usages of the city. This encouraged a 
sane and balanced outlook; Classical Greece did not know at all 
the resigned immobility of the steppe-mind, and very little 1 
the shortsighted follies of the urban mob. 

Having such variety of soil and climate, the normal Greek 
state was reasonably self-sufficient, and could enjoy a balanced 
corporate life. The Greek word for Self-sufficiency, Autarkeia 
or Autarky, we have learned to use in recent years, but in a 
more dismal context; to the Greek, as we shall see later, it was 
an essential part of the idea of the State - and the physical 
conditions of Greece enabled him to realize it. 

There was another important consequence of the constant 
variety found within tins small Greek world. Though most 
states could be reasonably self-supporting, thanks to variations 
of altitude, many had their special products - for example, the 
olive of Attica, the marble of Melos, the wine of the small 
island of Peparethus. This encouraged brisk trade and constant 

I. Certain follies committed by Athens during the Peloponnesian War 
make this qualification necessary - but by then, as we have just seen, Athens 
had been largely urbanized. 
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intercourse. Moreover, communications by sea were easy and 
- except in winter - safe. With this, we may consider another 
fact of decisive importance, that Greece as a whole faces south¬ 
east. The mountains run in that direction, consequently the 
valleys and harbours face that way, and the chains of islands, 
continuing the mountain-ranges, guide the voyager in a small 
ship, without a compass, in perfect security to Asia and Egypt, 
the homes of earlier and richer civilizations. The result was that 
in prehistoric days Greece lay invitingly open to traders and 
others from Crete and then from Phoenicia, while in historical 
times, when the Hellenes had themselves taken to the sea with 
enormous success, the sea-lanes took them to lands older than 
their own. The contrast with Italy will make the point clear. 
The Apennines he near the east coast; the rivers and valleys 
therefore run westwards, and the fertile plains and the harbours 
are on the west coast. To the east, Italy presents her most in¬ 
hospitable coast-line. Civilization therefore came late to Italy; 
Minoan influence was not great, and the Greeks, when they 
planted colonies, worked their way around the south coast and 
up the west. The great differences between Greek and Roman 
civilization must be due largely to the fact that the Latins, un¬ 
like the Hellenes, did not find the old culture of the south¬ 
eastern Mediterranean well established in the peninsula that 
they invaded: the Apennines had been too much of a barrier. 

Another contrast suggests itself, that between the Greek 
Archipelago and the Hebrides. The differences in climate and 
in fertility between the two arc obvious enough, but there is 
also this, that the products of one Hebridean island are much 
the same as those of another - or, for that matter, of the main¬ 
land as well. Therefore, in primitive conditions trade was 
slight, and there were no sharp contrasts to enlarge the mind; 
moreover, the sea-ways led, not to a Phoenicia or Egypt, but 
either to a mainland which was but little different, or into the 
North Atlantic, where a man would either drown, or come 
back no wiser than he had set out. 

Another factor of importance is the climate. This is, on die 
whole, very agreeable, and it is steady. Greece, in fact, is one of 
those countries which have a climate, and not merely weather. 



32 


THE GREEKS 


Winter is severe in the mountains; elsewhere, moderate and 
sunny. Summer sets in early, and is hot, but, except in the land¬ 
locked plains, the heat is not enervating, for the atmosphere is 
dry, and the heat is tempered vfath the daily alternation of land 
and sea-breezes. Rain in summer is almost unknown; late 
winter and the autumn are the rainy seasons. 

Among the Greek medical writings attributed to Hippo¬ 
crates is a short treatise entitled Airs, Waters, Places . This gives 
a gloomy impression of the Greek climate. The unknown 
writer tells us that if a place has a south-easterly to a south¬ 
westerly exposure, being open to the hot winds and sheltered 
from the north, the waters will be hot in summer, cold in 
winter, and full of salts, because they will be near the surface. 
The inhabitants will suffer from phlegm, and consequently 
digestive troubles: they will be poor eaters and drinkers; the 
women will be unhealthy, and liable to have abortions; con¬ 
vulsions, asthma and epilepsy will attack the children; and the 
men will be liable to dysentery, diarrhoea, ague, chronic fevers, 
eczema and haemorrhoids, and, after the age of 50, will be 
paralyzed by humours descending from the head. However, 
pleurisy, pneumonia and a few other diseases rarely occur. If 
your exposure is northerly, you have the contrary troubles. The 
water will be hard, and consequently your physique too. You 
will be lean and sinewy, will eat a lot but drink httle, ‘since it is 
impossible to be at once a big eater and a heavy drinker’, and 
will be liable to pleurisy and to internal lacerations. Childbirth 
will be difficult, while the rearing of children sounds next to 
impossible. An easterly exposure is best; the westerly is the 
worst of all. 

Not a cheerful picture; but medical text-books are always 
horrifying, and in any case this writer is obviously a man with 
a bee in his bonnet - not the best type of Greek scientist. 

Let us take evidence of a different kind. From a recent cen¬ 
tury I set down at random the following names: Haydn, 
Mozart, Beethoven, Goethe, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Words¬ 
worth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley. From a Greek century, a 
comparable list of names: Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, 
Aristophanes, Socrates, Plato, Isocrates, Gorgias, Protagoras, 
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Xenophon. The age at death of the first list is, respectively: 

77, 35, 57, 83, 31, 38, 80, 62, 26, 54; of the second, 71, 91, 

78, at least 60, 70, 87, 98, 95 (?)» about 70, 76. Shelley, of course, 
was drowned; but Aeschylus and Euripides (apparently) both 
met with accidental deaths, Socrates was executed and Prota¬ 
goras died in a shipwreck; the three tragic poets were active, 
and still at the height of their genius, when they died (wliich 
no one would say of Wordsworth), and death interrupted 
Plato in die task of writing The Laws. If anyone interested in 
the topic will look through the quite entertaining Lives of the 
Philosophers, by Diogenes Laertius, he will be astonished at the 
general picture of longevity. Some of the dates are obviously 
legendary; no one will believe that Empedocles really lived to 
be 150; but he is hardly a historical figure anyhow. There is no 
reason at all to doubt the accuracy of most of the figures 
stated. It is quite dear that Greece was favourable not only to 
long life, but also to sustained energy. By the side of Sophocles, 
composing his magnificent Oedipus Coloneus at the age of 90, 
we can set the figure of Agcsilaus, King of Sparta, campaign¬ 
ing hard in the field, not merely directing battles, at the age of 
80. Expectation of life must have been much higher in Greece 
than in any modem country, at least until quite recent times. 

Regimen no doubt had much to do with diis. Greece is a 
poor country today; she was undoubtedly richer in antiquity, 
and supported a much larger population - but not in any 
luxury. The Greek muleteer today can keep going for days on 
a loaf of bread and a few olives, and his ancestor of classical 
times was just as frugal. Barley-meal, olives, a little wine, fish 
as a relish, meat only on high holidays - such was the normal 
diet. As Zimmem has said, the usual Attic dinner consisted of 
two courses, the first a kind of porridge, and the second, a kind 
of porridge. It was a spare diet - though suitably interrupted 
by drinking-parties - but, together with the active out-of-door 
life of die ordinary Greek, it bred a vigorous race of men. 

Why was Greece so poor? For at least a partial answer we 
may turn to the very interesting description of Attica which 
Plato gives in the Critias. Attica, he says, is only the skeleton of 
what it was in the past, ‘for it runs out from the mainland far 

B 
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into the sea, like a cliff* - which is indeed what the name 
‘Attica* means ~ ‘and the sea all around it is deep. During these 
nine thousand years 1 many severe storms have occurred, and 
the soil swilled away from the higher regions has not formed, 
as it has in other places, any alluvial plain worth mentioning, 
but has been washed away everywhere and lost at the bottom 
of the sea, so that what is now left, just as in the small islands, 
compared with what existed then is like the bones of a body 
wasted with disease: the fertile soil has fallen away, leaving 
only the skeleton of the land. When it was still unravaged, it 
had high hills instead of bare mountains, and die plain now 
called Phelleus 2 was a plain of deep, rich earth. And there were 
great forests on the mountains, indications of which are still 
to be seen: there are mountains which now support nothing 
but bees, but it is not long since timber was cut from them for 
the roofing of the largest buildings, and these roof-timbers are 
still sound. Moreover, there were tall cultivated trees in abun¬ 
dance, and the mountains afforded pasture for countless herds/ 

Hence, no doubt, the startling difference between the Hom¬ 
eric and the classical Greek diet; in Homer, the heroes eat an 
ox every two or three hundred verses, and to eat fish is a token 
of extreme destitution; in classical times fish was a luxury, and 
meat almost unknown. 

Plato mentioned storms. The Greek climate has indeed 
its dramatic aspects: Zeus, the sky-god, was irascible, and 
Poseidon, the Shaker of Earth whether by waves or by earth¬ 
quakes, was a formidable being. Hesiod, the second oldest sur¬ 
viving Greek poet, is describing how Heracles felled the giant 
Cycnus, and he says that he fell ‘as falls an oak or a beetling crag 
when smitten by the smoking thunderbolt of Zeus’; and the 
present writer has seen something of the furious work of Zeus. 
I was making my way up a valley in Arcadia, which was so 
luxuriant as to be almost oppressive. Suddenly I came to a 
piece of ground, possibly a dozen acres in extent, which was so 
strewn with boulders, large and small, that no soil was visible. 
It looked like a rocky seashore. In the middle was a house, half 

i. Not to be taken too literally. Plato was fond of a sort of mathematical 
mysticism, a. Meaning ‘Stony*. 
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buried in debris. Two days before this had been a farm; but a 
storm had burst some miles way on Mt Tourtovano, and this 
was the result* No doubt it was a farm again, two years later, 
for the hard-working Greek peasant knows what is the only 
remedy against Zeus. 

Hesiod himself had no great love for the climate of his native 
spot, and, as we have so far given the Greek climate high 
marks, it is only fair that so distinguished an authority should 
be heard on the other side. Hesiod disliked the sweltering heat 
of summer, and he hated the winter - ‘the month of Lenaeon, 
evil days, cattle-flaying days, when the frosts that appear for 
men's sorrow cover the earth as the breath of the north-easter 
from Thrace bio wet h on the wide sea and stirreth it, and earth 
and wood bellow aloud. Many an oak of lofty foliage and 
many a stout pine in the mountain glens doth his onset bring 
low to the bounteous earth, and all the unnumbered forest 
crieth aloud, and the wild beasts shudder and set their tails 
between their legs, even they whose hide is covered with hair. 
Yea, even through these, shaggy-breasted though they are, he 
blowcth with chill breath. Through the hide of theoxlieblow- 
eth, and it stayeth him not, and through the thin-haired goat: 
but nowise through die sheep doth the might of Boreas blo w, 
because of their abundant wool. But he maketh the old man 
bent.' Of the eight winds Hesiod hated four. The others ‘are of 
the race of gods, a great boon to mortal men. But these are 
random winds, blowing fitfully on the sea; they fall on the 
misty deep, a great bane to mortal men, and rage with evil 
tempest. Different at different times they blow, and scatter 
ships and destroy sailors. And there is no defence against woe 
for men who meet those winds upon the deep. And those 
again over the infinite flowery earth destroy the pleasant works 
of men, filling them with dust and grievous turmoil.' 1 

But Hesiod was a farmer, and a Boeotian, ‘of Ascra, a sorry 
place near Helicon; bad in winter, hard in summer, never good* 
- and a man should not write like this of his home, even 
though his father has come there from Asia Minor, and no 
doubt told Hesiod times without number how much better it 
had been in Asia. 


i. Transl. A. W. Mair. 
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An Athenian, we may be sure, would have told him that it 
served him right for living in Bocotia. In Athens, they held the 
first dramatic festival of the year - in the open air - in Febru¬ 
ary; the rainy season was now over, though the sailing-season 
had not yet begun. It was therefore a domestic festival, homely 
in comparison with the splendid City Dionysia in early April, 
when visitors from any city in Greece might be expected. 
Evidently, Athens had a better climate than the one Hesiod 
describes - but we have said already that Greece is essentially a 
land of contrasts. 

We ought not to leave this matter of the Greek climate with¬ 
out considering its effect on Greek, especially on Athenian, life. 

In the first place, it enabled the Greek to live with extremely 
little apparatus. In Greece one can lead an active life on much 
less food than harsher climates make necessary; but there is 
also the fact that the Greek - the Greek man - could and did 
spend most of his leisure hours out of doors. That in itself 
meant that he had more leisure; he did not need to work in 
order to buy settees and coal. - After all, the reason why we 
English have invented ‘le confort anglais* is that we cannot be 
comfortable and warm except indoors. The leisure which the 
Athenian enjoyed is popularly attributed to the existence of 
slavery. Slavery had something to do with it, 1 but not so much 
as the fact that three-quarters of the things which we slave for 
the Greek simply did without. 

So, spending out of doors the leisure which he earned largely 
by doing without tilings - without breakfast, for example - the 
Greek, whether in town or village, was able to sharpen his wits 
and improve his manners through constant intercourse with 
his fellows. Few people have been so completely sociable. 
Talk was the breath of life to the Greek - as indeed it still is, 
though somewhat spoiled by a serious addiction to news¬ 
papers. What society but Athens could have produced a figure 
like Socrates - a man who changed the current of human 
thought without writing a word, without preaching a doctrine, 
simply by talking in the streets of a city which he never left but 
twice - for the battlefield? In what other society is one so little 
x. See below, p. 131 ff. 
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conscious of a chasm between the educated and the uneducated, 
between those with taste and the vulgar? The real education of 
the Athenian, and of many another Greek, was given in the 
places of assembly - in the hours of talk in market-place, colon¬ 
nade or gymnasium, in the political assembly, in the theatre, 
at the public recitals of Homer, and at the religious processions 
and celebrations. For it was perhaps the greatest boon con¬ 
ferred upon Attica by her climate that her big assemblies could 
be held in the open air. However democratic the instincts of 
the Athenian might be, Athenian democracy could not have 
developed as it did - nor for that matter Athenian Drama ~ if 
a roof and walls had been necessary. In our conditions of 
shelter, privacy and admission-fees, the life of the well-to-do 
must be potentially richer than the life of the poor, and only 
six hundred can have direct access to the business of the 
nation. In Athens all these things could be open to all because 
they could be open to the air and the sun. To explain Athenian 
culture simply as the product of the Athenian climate would 
be foolish, though not unfashionable; nevertheless it is demon¬ 
strable that in a different climate it could not have developed 
as it did. 

This discursive survey of the physical conditions in which 
the Greeks lived may well conclude with some remarks on the 
natural resources of the country and the nature of its economy 
in primitive conditions. 

Today, four-fifths of Greece are barren: in early times (as we 
have already seen) the mountain-slopes were well forested, a 
rich source both of timber and of game, large and small. It is a 
fair inference that rainfall was both heavier and less catastroph¬ 
ic, and that therefore there was more and better pasture-land 
than there is now. From the evidence available - mainly 
Homer and Hesiod - it seems clear that Greece was practically 
self-supporting so far as primary goods are concerned. Apart 
from agricultural products, there was building-stone in abun¬ 
dance, and good potters’ clay. The olive was an important 
crop, then as now, providing cooking-fat, oil for burning in 
lamps, and the ancient equivalent of soap. The vine too was 
cultivated freely. 
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It was in minerals that Greece was poor. Gold, silver, lead 
and copper were found, but in no great abundance, and there 
was no iron at all. Above all, there was no coal. The simple 
fact that no ancient civilization had coal has not, I think, been 
sufficiently considered by social historians. Honey is a satisfac¬ 
tory substitute for sugar; abundant wine at least does some¬ 
thing to make up for the absence of tea and coffee. Tobacco 
one can live without - provided that one does not know that 
tobacco exists - but what can replace coal? The answer is that 
coal, merely as a source of warmth and light, can be replaced 
by the Mediterranean sun and by wood: for cooking, charcoal 
serves excellently: but for coal as a source of power there was 
no satisfactory substitute - only slave labour, which is mechan¬ 
ically a wasteful use of power, and for other reasons evil. 

Of the economic life of this Dark Age, we can learn some¬ 
thing from Homer and Hesiod. It is clear that agriculture was 
quite intelligently managed: in particular, the culture of the 
vine - no simple matter - was thoroughly understood. In the 
Odyssey, in the description of the city of Phaeacians Homer 
gives a picture of very well-tended orchards and gardens, very 
rich, and very neat. 

You will see near the path a fine poplar wood sacred to Athene, with 
a spring welling up in the middle and a meadow all round. That is 
where my fadier has his royal park and vegetable garden, within call 
of the city. Sit down there and wait awhile till we get into the town 
and reach my father's house. When you think we have had time to do 
so, go into the city yourself and ask for the palace of my father, King 
Alcinous. It is quite easy to recognize: any little child could show it 
you. For the houses of the rest are not built in anything like the style 
of Lord Alcinous’ mansion. Directly you have passed through the 
courtyard and into the buildings, walk quickly through the great hall 
till you reach my mother, who generally sits in the firelight by die 
hearth, weaving yam stained with sea-purple, and forming a 
delightful picture, with her chair against a pillar and her maids sitting 
behind. My father’s throne is close to hers, and diere he sits drinking 
his wine like a god. 1 

i. From the Odyssey, VI, transl. E. V. Rieu. 
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So does the princess Nausicaa instruct the shipwrecked 
Odysseus. When Odysseus reaches the palace, this is what he 
sees: 

Outside the courtyard but stretching close up to the gates, and with 
a hedge running down on either side, lies a large orchard of four acres, 
where trees hang their greenery on high, the pear and the pome¬ 
granate, the apple with its glossy burden, the sweet fig and the 
luxuriant olive. Their fruit never fails nor runs short, winter and 
summer alike. It comes at all seasons of the year, and there is never a 
time when die West Winds’ breath is not assisting, here the bud, and 
here the ripening fruit: so that pear after pear, apple after apple, 
cluster on cluster of grapes, and fig upon fig are always coming to 
perfection. In die same enclosure there is a fruitful vineyard, in one 
part of which is a warm patch of level ground, where some of die 
grapes are drying in the sun, while others are gadiered or being trodden, 
and on the foremost rows hang unripe bunches that have just cast their 
blossom or show the first faint tinge of purple. Vegetable beds of 
various kinds are neatly laid out beyond the furthest row and make a 
smiling patch of never-failing green. The garden is served by two 
springs, one lets in rills to all parts of the enclosure, while its fellow 
opposite, after providing a watering-place for the townsfolk, runs 
under the courtyard gate towards the great house itself . 1 

The land of the Phacacians lias about it a touch of fairyland, 
but, however much Homer may have touched up his picture, 
it is obviously a picture of something that he has seen. 

We hear of another vineyard in the last book of the Odyssey, 
and there is no magic here. After slaying the suitors, Odysseus 

f oes off to find his old father, who in his despair lias removed 
imself from the town: 

As he maefe his way down into the great orchard, he fell in neither 
withDolius nor with any of the serfs or Dolius’ sons, who had all gone 
with die old man at their head to gather stones for the vineyard wall 
Thus he found his father alone on die vineyard terrace digging round 
a plant. He was wearing a filthy, patched and disreputable tunic, a 
pair of stitched leather gaiters strapped around his shins to protect 
them from scratches, and gloves to save his hands from the brambles: 

x. From the Odyssey , VII, transl. E. V. Ricu. 
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while to crown all, and by way of emphasizing his misery, he had a 
hat of goatskin on his head. 1 

In the Odyssey we move among the great, and see Kings 
living on their domains, though the King of Ithaca is indeed 
more like a Lord of the Manor than a King. He employs free 
labour and slaves, but is not above working on the land him¬ 
self; for Laertes knows how to dig round a vine, and Odysseus 
himself boasts that he can drive a furrow as straight as any 
man. It is in Hesiod that we meet the small farmer, working 
the ground himself, with his sons, with a slave if he can afford 
one, and with occasional hired labour. In each case, be it large 
or small, the estate is practically self-supporting: ‘household 
economy’ is the rule. We saw Arete, the Phaeacian Queen, 
weaving by the light of the fire, while Penelope of Ithaca is per¬ 
haps the most famous of all weavers, with the big winding- 
sheet from which she unravelled each night what she had 
woven by day. 

The house of the lordly Alcinous ‘keeps fifty maids em¬ 
ployed. Some grind the apple-golden corn in the handmill, 
some weave at the loom, or sit and twist the yam, their hands 
fluttering like the tall poplar’s leaves, while the soft olive-oil 
drips from the dose-woven fabrics they have finished/ 2 

In humbler life all the garments worn and all the stuffs used 
in the house arc made by the women of the family, with per¬ 
haps the help of a slave-girl if the family is fairly prosperous, 
while most of the farm-gear is made on the place. 

Of specialized trades wc hear of only two, the trades of the 
smith and of the potter. These were ‘demiourgoi’, ‘men who 
work for the populace’, not themselves consuming|he product 
of their own toil. The demiourgos is the craftsman: in Plato, 
the Creator: hence Demiurge in Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound. 
It is interesting to notice that these two are the only crafts 
which, in Greek, have divine exponents. Hephaestus (Vulcan) 
the smith, and Prometheus, also a fire-god, but in Attic cult the 
god of the potters. There is no god of jhoemaking or farming 

1. Odyssey , XXIV, transl. E. V. Rieu. 

2. Odyssey, VII, tranls. E. V. Rieu. 
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or building. Obviously, these things everybody knows how 
to do, but it is very different with elaborate metal-work, or the 
making of an elegant piece of pottery. ‘How on earth is it 
done?’ - ‘Some god must have invented it.’ Hence Hephaestus, 
who, in the delightfully scandalous tale of Ares and Aphrodite 
which Homer tells in the eighth book of the Odyssey , forged 
an iron net, light as gossamer and so fine that it was invisible 
even to the blessed gods; and he pretended that he was going 
away to Lemnos; and Ares said, ‘Come, my beloved: your 
husband has gone to Lemnos, to visit his barbarous Sintian 
friends’; and Aphrodite came; but the net descended and held 
them so fast as they lay that neither could move a limb, and 
Hephaestus called out in his rage to the other gods, who came 
to sec the wrong done to him; and when they saw Hephaestus’ 
clever device, unquenchable laughter came over them. 
Apollo, son of Zeus, turned to Hermes and said, ‘Hermes, son 
of Zeus, was it worth it?’ And the giant-slayer said (in effect), 
‘Yes, I would change places with him at this very moment.’ - 
But all tliis is perhaps a little remote from primitive Greek 
economy. 

In these early days the Greeks were no traders. The articles 
of luxury which wc meet in abundance in the homes of the 
wealthy came from the East, in Phoenician ships, which also 
brought slaves. Eumaeus, the faithful swine-herd of Odysseus, 
was one of them. His father was king in. Syrie, out beyond 
Sicily, and the King had a slave-girl from Sidon, whom he had 
bought from the villainous Taphian pirates who had abducted 
her. One day there came to Syrie a Phoenician ship with a 
cargo of trumpery, and one of the crew made love to this 
Sidonian girl. He heard her tale, and suggested that she should 
go back with them, for he knew that her parents were alive, 
and were wealthy people. The girl of course agreed, and im¬ 
proved on the scheme by suggesting that she should carry off 
with her the King’s son, a bright little boy, who was in her 
charge: he would fetch a good price. The Phoenician approved 
of this. For a whole year the ship stayed at Syrie, while they 
sold off their elegancies and loaded up with other goods - 
cattle, skins, raw metal and wine were the common exports. 
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When they were ready to sail, the wicked Phoenician came to 
die King’s house with an amber necklace to sell, and while the 
Queen and the other women were examining it and bargain¬ 
ing, the Sidonian slave-girl slipped down through the dark 
streets, with the child, and they were at sea before the tiling 
was known. Justice was done to the Sidonian, for she fell into 
die hold, was picked up dead, and was flung overboard. The 
ship was carried to Ithaca, and there the child was sold to 
Odysseus’ father, Laertes, and brought up by him and Anti- 
cleia almost as their own child, until he grew up, was given a 
tunic and a fine mantle, and made bailiff of the farm. Such was 
one side of Mediterranean trade, not only in this Dark Age, 
but in every other age too in which there has been no govern¬ 
ment strong enough to police die coasts and control the seas. 

International trade, then, was in Phoenician hands, and in 
certain parts of the Mediterranean it continued to be a Phoeni¬ 
cian preserve until die end of the third century b.c.: for Carth¬ 
age was a Phoenician colony - hence the name ‘Punic Wars’ - 
and the Carthaginians managed to keep Greek traders out of 
the triangle formed by the western end of Sicily, the Straits of 
Gibraltar, and the eastern end of the Pyrenees. But - to return 
to the early period - the Greeks were already engaging in 
coast-wise traffic. Hesiod gives instructions (in his Works and 
Days) on the seasons of the year when you may start sailing and 
when you must stop, if you are fool enough - or greedy 
enough - to take to the sea: for of sailing and making wealth 
by trade Hesiod thought ‘ ’taint natural’. Hesiod was a farmer, 
accustomed to the regular rhythm and slow ways of nature, 
with the solid wealth that can be wrung out of nature. Wealth 
made out of trading was a doubtful business, and fittingly 
attended by dangers of all kinds. Keep away from the bitter 
sea: such was Hesiod’s advice. Yet in the Odyssey, presumably 
an earlier poem, we have a picture of a city, obviously Greek, 
which is a trim port: 

Our city is surrounded by high batdements: it has an excellent 
harbour on each side, and is approached by a narrow causeway, where 
the curved ships are drawn up to the road, and each owner has his 
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separate slip. Here is the people’s meeting-place, built up on either 
side of die fine temple of Poseidon with blocks of quarried stone 
bedded deeply in the ground. It is here too that the sailors attend to 
die rigging of the blacjt ships, to their cables, and their sails, and the 
smoothing of their oars. For die Phaeacians have no use for the bow 
and quiver, but spend dieir energy on masts and oars and on die 
graceful craft diey love to sail across the foam-flecked seas. 1 

Evidently Homer had seen such a Greek city: but we may 
infer that there were not many such, or he would not have 
thought it worth while to describe this one so minutely, nor 
could the art of sailing - as practised at least by the Phaeacians - 
have been invested with such magic: for while in one passage 
we read that ‘they pin their faith on the clippers that carry 
them across the far-flung seas, for Poseidon has made them a 
sailor folk, and these ships of theirs are as swift as a bird or as 
thought itself’, in another their King says, ‘For the Phaeacians 
have no steersmen, nor steering-oars such as other craft possess. 
Our ships know by instinct what their crew r s arc thinking and 
propose to do. They know every city, every fertile land, and 
hidden in mist and cloud they make their swift passage over 
the sea’s immensities with no fear of damage ana no thought 
of wreck.’ 

Homer was an Ionian Greek. Is it too prosaic to suppose that 
one Ionian city, daring beyond the others, had jumped far 
ahead of them in the art of shipbuilding, sailing and naviga¬ 
tion, and had left them wondering? The Odyssey is full of the 
sea, and the great age of Greek colonization is at hand: but 
there is still to come Hesiod, the hard-bitten farmer, with his 
calendar of the year’s work and his advice, ‘Go to sea if you 
must, but only from mid-June to September - and even then 
you will be a fool’, to remind us that there are more kinds of 
Greek than one, and that generalizing about them is dangerous. 

i. Naasicaa speaking; Odyssey, VI, tranls. E. V. Rieu. 
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The first and the greatest of European poets surely deserves a 
chapter to himself, both for his own sake - for in Homer we 
can sec all the qualities which characterize Greek art - and 
because of the influence which his poems had on many genera¬ 
tions of Greeks. 

On the famous Homeric Question, who Homer was and 
how much of the Iliad and the Odyssey he wrote, I propose to 
say as little as possible. We can see how vague the Greek tradi¬ 
tion was from the fact that one early Ionian writer, Hellanicus, 
placed him in the twelfth century, and Herodotus in the ninth 
- Tour hundred years before my time and not mo re*. There is 
no doubt that Herodotus is substantially correct: Hellanicus 
had assumed without question that a poet who so vividly de¬ 
scribed the fighting at Troy had himself seen it. But the im¬ 
portant question is not who Homer was, but what he was. The 
Iliad and die Odyssey have been called the Bible of the Greeks. 
For centuries these two poems were the basis of Greek educa¬ 
tion, both of formal school education and of the cultural life of 
the ordinary citizen. Recitals from Homer accompanied by 
exposition were given by professionals who went from city to 
city. Plato draws a vivid, and rather malicious, portrait of one 
of these in his Ion: ‘It must be marvellous, Ion, to go about, as 
you do, from place to place, to draw a great crowd wherever 
you go, and have them hanging on your lips - and you wear¬ 
ing your very best clothes’. Until this Bible was replaced by 
another, a citation from Homer was the natural way of settling 
a question of morals or behaviour. Homer could be quoted in 
diplomatic exchanges, like a Domesday book, to support a 
territorial claim. A kind of Fundamentalism grew up: Homer 
enshrined all wisdom and all knowledge. Plato laughs at this 
when he makes his Ion claim that, being an expert in Homer, 
he is an expert in all things; a city might well make him its 
general, because naturally he knows the art of generalship from 
Homer. More seriously, Homer held and nourished the minds 
and the imaginations of Greeks for generation after generation 
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- of artists, thinkers and ordinary simple men alike. Painters 
and poets turned always to Homer for their inspiration and for 
their actual subjects: Aeschylus was said to have described his 
own work, modestly, as ‘slices from Homer’s banquet’ - and 
European drama knows no greater figure than Aeschylus. 
Finally, next to the Greek language itself it was their common 
heritage of Homer which most gave to the Greeks this convic¬ 
tion that, in spite of the differences and hatreds which divided 
them, they were one people. Clearly, we must know some¬ 
thing about Homer, that first articulate European, who sud¬ 
denly blazes out, as we have said, like a great fire in the middle 
of this age of darkness. 

The beginning of the Iliad is no bad introduction to Homer. 
Here, then, is a plain prose transcription of the tremendous 
scene with wliich the Iliad begins: a passage which the average 
Greek must have known almost, if not indeed perfectly, by 
heart. This is the sort of thing which men of action like Pericles 
and Alexander; poets, sculptors, painters, philosophers and 
scientists; politicians, traders; country gentlemen and artizans, 
had built into their minds from boyhood: 

Divine Muse, sing of the ruinous wrath of Achilles, Peleus* son, which 
brought ten thousand sorrows to the Greeks, sent the souls of many 
brave heroes down to the world of the dead, and left their bodies to be 
eaten by dogs and birds: and the will of Zeus was fulfilled. Begin where 
they first quarrelled, Agamemnon the King of Men, and great Achilles. 

Which god was it who made them enemies? Apollo, son of Zeus 
and Leto. He was enraged with the King, and sent an evil pestilence 
on the host, and men began to die, because his priest had been treated 
with scorn by Aureus’ son Agamemnon. He had come to the swift 
ships of the Achaeans to ransom his daughter; he had brought untold 
money to buy her back. In his hands, on his golden staff, he carried 
Apollo’s garland: and he besought all the Achaeans, and abcfve all their 
commanders, the two sons of Atreus: 

‘Sons of Atreus, and you other well-armed Achaeans, may the gods 
who live in Olympus grant it to you to sack Priam’s city and to 
return home in triumph: only release for me my own daughter. Take 
this as the price, and show your respect for the son of Zeus, Apollo 
the far-shooter.' 
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Then all the Achaeans cried, ‘Yes: respect the priest, and accept his 
splendid gifts’. - But not Agamemnon: this did not please him, but he 
sent Chryses away with contempt, and said roughly: ‘Sir, let me not 
find you loitering by our hollow ships, now or at any other time, or 
no protection will you find in your holy sceptre and garland. I will 
not set free your daughter. Sooner than that, old age shall come upon 
her, in my house in Argos, a long way from her own country: she 
shall walk to and fro at the loom, and she shall come to my bed. 
Begone! and do not answer back, or you will not go safe and sound/ 

So he spoke: and the old man was frightened, and obeyed. He 
walked away in grief along the shore of the splashing sea. 

This is the way in which the earliest work of European 
literature opens. We will venture a little further into it present¬ 
ly; meanwhile, let us interrupt the translation in order to make 
one capital point. 

It has always been a commonplace of Homeric criticism 
that Homer plunges straight into his subject: in medias res , as 
Horace said. This is commonly taken to be a sign of Homer’s 
literary genius - as of course it is: but perhaps we can go a little 
further. There is much more involved than the fact, already an 
important one, that Homer does not compose a long rambling 
epic on the Trojan War, the whole ten years of it, but contents 
himself with one phase: that Iris sense of form so disciplines his 
art that he can end his poem, and his subject, without even 
touching on the capture of Troy. This instinctive control of 
form is indeed notable, but the origin of it is even more so. For 
this is no happy inspiration, no mere ‘artistic’ merit: its origin 
lies deeper, in a certain habit of mind, and one which is Hellen¬ 
ic, not Homeric only. For evidently Homer could have limited 
his subject in this way, and still have treated it in a quasi- 
historical fashion, composing a poem which was as brilliant, as 
swift, as well-shaped as you will, but yet in essence a piece of 
reporting, a representation. Homer has not done this: none of 
the Classical Greek poets did this either. 1 The Iliad does not 

i. I use this formula to save time. There is no doubt that there -was plenty of 
bad Greek poetry. Aristophanes, for one, was always laughing at it. But what 
we now have is of the best, carefully selected by very competent critics of 
Alexandrine times and later. 



HOMER 


47 


describe an episode in die war, colouring the description with 
passing reflections about this or that aspect offlifc; rather, the 
poet has taken his ‘subject’, this phase of the war, as so much 
raw material, to be built into an entirely new structure of his 
own devising. He is not going to write about the war, not even 
about part of it, but about the theme which he states so clearly 
in the first five verses. What shapes the poem is nothing ex¬ 
ternal, like the war, but the tragic conception that a quarrel 
between two men should bring suffering, death and dishonour 
to so many others. 1 So ‘the plan of Zeus was fulfilled’. And 
what docs this mean? That all this was specially designed by 
Zeus for inscrutable reasons of his own? Rather the opposite, 
that it is part of a universal Plan: not an isolated event - some¬ 
thing which, as it happened, so fell out on this occasion - but 
something that came from very nature of things: not a par¬ 
ticular, but a universal. It is not for us to say whether it was 
from pondering on this episode of the war that Homer was led 
to this conception, or whether his experience of life led him to 
this conception, which he then saw could be expressed through 
the Achilles-story: the important thing is that this is his sub¬ 
ject, that such a cause has such an effect: and that it is out of 
this clearly conceived subject, and not merely from literary 
contrivance, that the Iliad derives the essential* unity which in¬ 
forms it, in spite of its epic expansiveness and of later accre¬ 
tions. 2 Therefore, if we may be pedantic for a moment, it is 
not strictly true to say that Homer, in disregarding the first 
nine years of the war, plunges immediately into the middle of 
his subject. On the contrary, he begins at the beginning of his 
subject - and he says so, quite plainly. 

So many thousands of brave men slain and dishonoured 
because of a quarrel: the reader will have a very incomplete 
idea of Homer’s conception unless we see what caused the 
quarrel. We left Chryses the priest making his way in grief 

1. Sec below, p. 184, on the similar composition of the Agamemnon. 

2. The unity of the Odyssey is much more obvious, and is of exactly the 
same nature: it is not in the least simply that the material is cleverly arranged - 
though in fact the design of the plot is superb: the real point is that the plot was 
cohtrived like this in order to enforce an idea, that lawlessness is contrary to the 
will of the gods, and is punished, 
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along the seashore. Chryses now prays to Apollo to avenge him: 

So he prayed, and Phoebus Apollo heard him. He came down from 
the summits of Olympus, angry at heart, with his bow hung from his 
shoulder, and widi his close-covered quiver: and as he moved, the 
arrows rattled at his shoulder, so angry was he. He came like night. 
Then he sat, far from the ships, and let fly an arrow, and terrible was 
the noise that came from his silver bow. First he assailed die paefc; 
animals and the swift dogs; dien he aimed his painful darts against the 
men themselves, and he kept on shooting. Many a pyre was lit to bum 
the dead. 

For nine days the god’s shafts fell upon the army. On the tenth, 
great Achilles summoned die people to council; die white-armed 
goddess Hera had put it into his mind, for she was anxious for the 
Greeks, as she saw them dying. 

When dicy were assembled dicrc and were all together, swift¬ 
footed Achilles arose and spoke to diem. ‘Son of Atreus, now I think 
we shall be driven - if we escape dcadi - to return home again, since 
we Achaeans are beset at the same time both by war and by pestilence. 
Come, let us ask some seer, or priest, or maybe a reader of dreams - 
for it is Zeus who sends dreams - who may tell us why Phoebus 
Apollo is so angry: whether he sees fault in us for some vow or 
sacrifice neglected*. Perhaps in return for the smoke of lambs and 
sacrificial goats, he will save us from the pestilence.’ 

So Achilles spoke, and sat down. From among diem Calchas arose, 
most excellent of seers, who knew what was, what would be, and what 
had been before. By the secret knowledge that Phoebus Apollo had 
given liim he had guided the Achaean ships to Ilion. He then, with 
good intent, spoke, and said to them: 

‘Achilles, beloved of Zeus, you bid me expound the wradi of Lord 
Apollo who shoots from afar; therefore I tell you. But you must make 
a compact: you must swear on oath that you will be quick to help me 
in word and deed; for I think diat someone will be angry, someone 
who has great sway over all the Argivcs, and the Achaeans obey him 
too: for when a King is angry with a poor man, he is too strong for 
him. Even if he does swallow his rage for that day, yet he keeps his 
resentment in liis heart, to satisfy it another time. Tell me if you will 
protect me.’ 
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Achilles promises that he will protect Calchas, even if the 
prince he refers to is Agamemnon himself. Thereupon Calchas 
declares that Apollo is angry for the treatment given to his 
priest by Agamemnon; nor will the pestilence cease until the 
girl is sent back, not for any ransom, but with a herd of cattle 
for sacrifice. 

So he spoke: and he sat down. And there arose among them the 
heroic son of Atreus, Agamemnon whose sway was wide. He was 
angry; his black heart was filled with a great rage, and his eyes were 
like a blazing fire. First he spoke to Calchas, and gave him a malignant 
look: ‘Seer of evil: never yet have you told me anything favourable. 
You delight, always, in prophesying evil; never have you either said 
or done anydiing good. So now, you speak to the Greeks of the god’s 
mind - as if the Far-shootcr is bringing these evils upon them for this, 
that I would not take a glittering price for Chryses’ daughter, because 
I would rather have the girl herself in my house. For I find her better 
than Clytcmncstra my wedded wife. 

Clytcmnestra is not so good as she is, neither in face nor in figure, 
neither in wit nor in handiwork. But even so, I will give her back, if 
this is better. I would rather the army lived than died. But get me 
some other prize of valour, that I may not be the only Argive without 
his prize; for this is not decent. You all see that my prize is now lost.’ 

Then great Achilles, the swift runner, answered him: ‘Renowned 
son of Atreus, most covetous of all men, how indeed can the brave- 
hearted Achaeans give you a prize? We know that there is no 
common store of wealth at hand; what plunder we took from the 
towns has been shared between us, and it is not decent to take this 
back again from the army. But you should give up this girl for the 
god’s sake, and we Achaeans will repay you three and four times over, 
if ever Zeus gives it us to sack the strong city of Troy/ 

In answer to him mighty Agamemnon said: ‘Godlike Achilles, 
great warrior though you arc, do not try to trick me like this. You 
will not get the better of me, nor win my consent. That you may keep 
your prize, would you have me sit here robbed of mine? Do you bid 
me give back this girl? Then let the stout-hearted Achaeans give me a 
prize pleasing to my heart, a worthy recompense for this. Or if they 
will not give it, then I will take it myself - yours, or the prize Ajax has, 
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or Odysseus: I will go and take it. And the man 1 go to can be angry if 
he likes. But diis we can think of another time. Now, we will launch 
a black ship upon the great sea; we will summon rowers to it; we will 
put die oxen into it, and we will put on board beautiful Chryscis. And 
let some man of authority take command - Ajax or Idomeneus or 
great Odysseus or you, son of Peleus, most formidable of all men, 
that you may perform the sacrifice and placate for us the Far-shooter/ 

Swift-footed Achilles scowled, and said to him: ‘Greedy and shame¬ 
less, through and through! How can Achacans with a good heart obey 
orders of yours to go on a march or to fight with men in battle? It was 
not because of Trojans that I came here to fight. I had no quarrel with 
them: they had never driven off cows of mine, nor horses, nor ever 
had diey ravaged crops in my nourishing and rich fields of Phdiia, for 
between us there lie many shadowy mountains and a wide, roaring 
sea. No, we followed you, unscrupulous man, to win from the Trojans 
glory for Menelaus and you - hound! You do not give diis a second 
thought. And now you threaten to come and take away my prize! I 
worked bitterly for that, and the sons of the Achacans awarded it ine. 
When the Achaeans sack some stoutly-defended town here the prize 
I get is not equal to yours. No: in the turmoil of war my right arm does 
more dian yours, but when the sharing-out conies, yours is the greatest 
prize, and I go to my ships, weary from battle, with little for my own. 
But I will go off to Phthia. How much better, to go home on my 
sharp-prowed ships! I have little mind to pile up booty and wealth for 
you, and dicn to be spumed/ 

In answer to him said Agamemnon, King of men: ‘Run away and 
welcome, if your heart is set on it. I will not beg you to stay for my 
sake; there arc others here who will pay my honour; above all, Zeus 
who plans all things. I loathe you above all the Kings whom Zeus 
nurtures. Your heart is ever set on strife and batde and war. Though 
you are a man of strength, diat strengdi, I suppose, is a gift from god? 
Get you home, with your ships and your men. Lord it among your 
Myrmidons. You are nothing to me: your rage I despise. But I can Jtcll 
you this: Phoebus Apollo is taking Chryseis from me. I am giving her 
passage in my ship, with my men. But I will go to your tent myself 
and take your prize, lovely Briseis. So shall you leam how high above 
youIstand,and no one eke shall dare to think himselfonalevel widime/ 

So spoke Agamemnon: but to Achilles it was past bearing. His 
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heart within his shaggy breast was tom, whether he should draw his 
sharp sword from his side, send away all others, and slay Atreus’ son, 
or put an end to his wrath and quieten his heart. WJiile he was think¬ 
ing on this in liis mind he began to draw his great sword from its 
sheath. But Athena came down from heaven: the white-armed goddess 
Hera had sent her, both of them out of the love and care they bore for 
him. She stood behind him, and caught Peleus’ son by his brown hair, 
appearing to him alone; no other saw her. Achilles marvelled, but her 
eyes were blazing terribly. He addressed her in these winged words: 
‘Why have you come, daughter of Aegis-bearing Zeus? Is it to witness 
the wicked arrogance of Agamemnon, Atreus’ son? But I say out¬ 
right - and this I fancy will come to pass - some day his overweening 
pride shall cost him liis life.’ 

Athena tells him - to cut the translating short - that she has 
come to tell him to quell his anger: some day, for this insult, 
they will offer Achilles three and four times as much as what 
Agamemnon is now taking from him. 

Achilles of course obeys, for, as lie briefly observes, ‘It is 
better so’. Athena returns to Olympus, and Achilles blazes out 
at Agamemnon - and his speech begins ‘Drunkard! with the 
face of a dog and the heart of a deer ../ 

I have translated so much for several reasons. One, that we 
may have a text for future reference; another, that the reader 
might perhaps be given some impression of the vividness of it 
all. We have spoken, and shall speak again, of the intellectual 
quality of Greek art; it was well, therefore, to show the reader 
very forcibly that this does not in the least imply abstraction or 
aridity. This quarrel is seen so vividly that it is no wonder 
Hellanicus thought that Homer was contemporary with the 
Trojan War. And it is not only externals that are seen with this 
vividness. The artistic function of this passage, as Homer him¬ 
self tells us, is to describe that event - the quarrel - from which 
came so much suffering to the Greeks, in accordance with what 
Homer calls ‘the plan of Zeus’, and we should call the inevit¬ 
able working-out of events. The cause is the ‘wicked arro¬ 
gance* of Agamemnon, and the ‘ruinous wrath* of Achilles; 
this is quite plain. 
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But what Homer gives us is not two abstract qualities in 
conflict; w T e see two men quarrelling violently. Nothing could 
be more ‘real’, less abstract. As in life, there is something to be 
said on each side, only both men go too far. The quarrel flares 
up because each man happens to be the sort of man that he is. 
It is an affair of a moment - but ‘it sent the souls of many brave 
heroes down to the world of the dead, and left their bodies to 
be eaten by dogs and birds. And the plan of Zeus was fulfilled/ 

This is, not of course exclusively, but characteristically, Greek, 
this power of seeing the immediate event so sharply, and at the 
same time of apprehending the universal law which it exempli¬ 
fies. We are shown something of the framework of the whole 
universe in one event, yet the treatment of this event has all the 
sharpness of the most brilliant reporting. Homer does not need 
to blur the sharpness of his picture by generalizing comments; 
all his generalizing has been done already, in the ground-plan 
of the whole edifice. 

One thing more. In this passage, as in all Classical Greek art, 
there is a notable absence of natural background. We sec neither 
the towering walls of Troy nor the Scamandcr shimmer¬ 
ing in the distance; wc do not know where this Assembly of 
the Greeks is held, whether in a tent, or on a hill-side, or on the 
shore beside the hollow ships. As in Greek vase-painting, all 
our attention is concentrated on the human figures. So in 
Greek tragedy. The Shakespearian sunlight and thunderstorms 
are completely absent; if a character speaks of the scenery 
around him, it is to emphasize that he is cut off from his fellow- 
men. It would be easy and comforting if we could say that the 
Greek was insensitive to nature and leave it at that. But we 
cannot. To confine ourselves to Homer: no man insensitive to 
nature could have used such a wealth of natural similes, all so 
exact in detail - similes drawn from animals, birds, sea, sky and 
storms, little illustrative pictures that distantly recall the illu¬ 
minations in medieval manuscripts. There is no question what¬ 
ever that the Greek was aware of the beauty and the variety of 
nature. Besides, it is not only the background of nature which 
is, in general, absent. As w*e have seen, the Iliad begins without 
the slightest hint of where the action is taking place: we must 
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be somewhere on Trojan territory, but where? Homer is not 
sufficiently interested to tell us. Nor does he give us that back¬ 
ground which a modern writer could hardly omit-the others, 
the more passive actors in the scene: the other Greek leaders, 
and the army. Nothing is described but the essential figures. 

But the modem reader not only misses the background that 
he expects, he also finds a background which, at first, he cannot 
understand - namely, the background of divine action. We do 
not sec the walls of Troy, but we do see councils taking place 
in Olympus, and individual gods interfering in battle or - as in 
our passage ~ in debate. It is not surprising if this gives the im¬ 
pression that the human characters in the action are nothing 
but pawns pushed about on a chessboard by a set of capricious 
and irresponsible deities - yet this is difficult to reconcile with 
the picture of autonomous, responsible human agents, which 
Homer takes such pains to draw for us. This Agamemnon and 
this Achilles are real grown-up men, treated in a grown-up 
way: in fact, considering the primitive savagery which we 
meet so frequently in the Homeric picture of life, this mature 
grown-up-ness is at times almost disconcerting. Yet it all goes 
with a divine machinery which seems almost child-like, as 
when, in one passage, Athena comes down from Olympus, 
plucks Achilles’ hair, and gives him a piece of good advice. So 
in the later tragedy - though in a much less picturesque way - 
the gods, through oracles, dreams and the rest, seem to control 
and direct the actions of men, even when these men arc pre¬ 
sented as completely independent and responsible agents. 

This question of background, is, then, puzzling, and al¬ 
though this is not the place for a disquisition on Greek religion, 
some interim explanation is due to the reader. Homer has of 
course no systematic theology: indeed, the very idea of system¬ 
atic thought has not yet come into existence. Moreover, he is 
working in a traditional form - for there must have been many 
writers of epic lays before Homer; so that the traditional and 
the new may be found side by side. In one place Zeus decides 
that the Greeks must be punished; therefore the Trojans are 
able to drive them back to their ships. In another, a god or 
goddess descends into the middle of the fray to save a favourite 
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who is in grave danger ~ and this, it may be, is done contrary 
to the wish of Zeus. Then in contrast we meet a passage like 
the one at the beginning of the Odyssey, in which Zeus is made 
to say, ‘How foolish men are! How unjustly they blame the 
gods! It is their lot to suffer, but because of their own folly 
they bring upon themselves sufferings over and above what is 
fated for them. And then they blame the gods/ In modern 
terms: life is in any case hard, but it is our own sins and errors 
which make it harder than it need be. The grave philosophic 
wisdom of this is not easy to reconcile with the divine caprice 
that we find in the other passages: still less with the joyous 
irreverence that we met in the story about Ares and Aphrodite. 

It all seems rather bewildering. The unsystematized blending 
of old and new explains some tiling; and, for die rest, it may 
help the reader if he thinks of the gods being an early attempt 
to explain why things happen, especially things which seem to 
be out of the ordinary. As we saw in the last chapter, the skill 
of the metal-worker was something beyond the skill of the 
ordinary man. As it was out of the ordinary, it was of divine 
origin: then there must be a firc-god. In our passage from the 
Hind we leam that Achilles has strength beyond the ordinary: 
this, says Agamemnon, is the gift of some god: and the ex¬ 
planation carries with it a very philosophic inference; it is 
nothing to presume on; what a god gives, a god may take 
away. Again, two forces contend in Achilles* mind, blind rage 
and wise restraint. We might say, ‘By a superhuman effort of 
self-control ../, die Greeks said, ‘By the help of some god ../; 
and the Greek poet or vase-painter would portray Athena, in 
bodily presence, counselling Achilles. The difference is not 
great; and the fact that Achilles has his strength from a god or 
makes a wise decision with the help of Athena, does not in the 
least detract from the greatness of Achilles: the gods do not so 
favour ordinary men, and he whom they do favour is not ordi¬ 
nary. We are not to think diat the gods suddenly took up any 
weakling and gave him strength: diey did not behave like this. 

Such then is the background against which we see the men - 
and the events not only of the Greek epic but also of most other 
classical Greek art. It did, of course, degenerate into mytho- 



HOMER 


55 

logical prettiness: this was a post-classical development, but it 
captivated Rome, and it delighted the eighteenth century, 
with the result that the modern reader, before he can get a 
direct view of Homer or die later Greek classics, has first to 
clear away a certain amount of wedgwood ware and similar 
elegancies. But to the Greeks tliis background was not decora¬ 
tion: it was rather a kind of perspective - not in space, but in 
meaning. It makes us see the particular action that we are 
watching not as an isolated, a casual, a unique event; we see it 
rather in its relation to the moral and philosophical framework 
of the universe. This framework, I must repeat, is not one 
which Homer consciously expounds: he had no complete 
philosophical system. Nevertheless, he sees that there is a unity 
in tilings, that events have their causes and their results, that 
certain moral laws exist. This is the framework into which the 
particular action is seen to fit. The divine background of the 
epic means ultimately that particular actions arc at the same 
time unique and universal. 

The Greeks dien, who for a thousand years turned to Homer 
for the education of their young and for the delight and in¬ 
struction of the mature, were not turning to mere venerable 
relics or patriotic historical sagas or charming fairy-stories, but 
to poems which already possessed all those qualities which 
made the Greek civilization what it was. We have considered 
one passage in some detail: we have seen something, perhaps, 
of that instinctive intellectual power which so firmly organizes 
the whole poem; something, perhaps, of the essential serious¬ 
ness that penetrates it; something of the sharpness with which 
Homer sees his object and of the vividness and economy with 
which he makes us see it too. But Homer, and all his great suc¬ 
cessors, have another quality which we have not yet spoken of, 
a quality which we must not allow to be obscured by all this 
talk of intellectuality and moral seriousness. That is his human¬ 
ity. Let Homer himself illustrate tliis: he is a better writer than 
lam. 

The battle is raging in the plain below Troy, and the Greek 
hero Diomedes is causing great havoc among the Trojans: so 
much so that Hector leaves the battlefield in order to ask the 
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women in the city to pray to Athena for her help against this 
formidable man. Hector, entering the Scaean gate, is at once 
surrounded by wives and daughters anxious for news of their 
men in the field: ‘but he bade all of them pray to the gods; and 
to many he gave sorrow’. He makes his way to the palace of 
his father, King Priam. Hecuba the Queen sees him and asks 
him, in truly heroic style, ‘My son, why have you left the fierce 
battle and come here? The ill-omened Achaeans are pressing 
us very hard. Perhaps you arc minded to pray to Zeus. Wait a 
wliile: I will fetch sweet wine, that you may first pour a liba¬ 
tion to Zeus, dien drink some yourself: for wine strengthens a 
weary man, and you are weary from defending your kinsmen.’ 

But Hector refuses: ‘Wine may cause me to forget my duty, 
and I may not pour a sacred libation with blood on my hands’. 
He tells his mother to offer to Athena the most beautiful robe 
the Palace possesses - which she does: and Homer tells us 
where she got it. It was bought of Phoenician traders from 
Sidon. Hector sees Paris and sternly sends him back to the 
battle. Paris had been wounded and since then has been spend¬ 
ing his time pleasantly with Helen: ‘may the earth swallow 
him’, says Hector. He sees Helen: she reproaches herself bitter¬ 
ly, and says, ‘Come, sit awhile with me; for on your shoulders 
more than any lies the burden of my shamelessness and the 
wild folly of Paris’. But Hector will not stay: his companions 
in the battle need him and are longing for his return. ‘And’, he 
says, ‘I must go to my own house, and see my servants and my 
dear wife and my infant son: for I know not if I shall ever come 
back to them again, or if the gods will even now lay me low 
beneath the hands of the Achaeans.* 

But Andromache is not there. She had heard that the Tro¬ 
jans were being driven back, and she ran out, like a mad 
woman, distracted with anxiety, to the city-walls, to watch; 
and the nurse followed with the child. There Hector found 
her. Andromache grasped his hand, and said: 

O Hector! your strength will be your destruction; and you have no 
pity either for your infant son or for your unhappy wife who will 
soon be your widow. For soon all the Achaeans will set upon you and 
kill you; and if I lose you it would be better for me to die. I shall have 



HOMER 


57 


no other comfort, but my sorrow. I have no father and no mother: 
for my father Eetion was slain by Achilles; but yet (a touch of pride 
here) Achilles forbore to take his weapons: they were buried with his 
body. And I had seven brothers in my home, and all of them swift¬ 
footed Achilles slew; and my mother, who was Queen at Placos, died 
in my father’s house. Hector you are father and mother and brother 
to me, and you are my proud husband. Come, take pity oil me now! 
Stay on these walls, and do not leave your son an orphan and me a 
widow. And’, she says, for she is a woman of intelligence, and has 
been observing tilings through her tears, ‘post men by that fig-tree, 
where die Greeks have been attacking.’ To her in reply said Hector of 
die flashing helmet, ‘Lady, this will I see to. But I should feel great 
shame before die Trojans and the Trojan women of long robes if like 
a coward I should linger away from batde. Nor do I find diat in my 
heart, for I have been taught to be brave always, and to fight in the 
forefront among the Trojans, winning great glory for my father and 
myself. For well do I know tliis, and I am sure of it: that day is coming 
when the holy city of Troy will perish, and Priam and the people of 
wealthy Priam. But my grief is not so much for the Trojans, nor for 
Hecuba herself, nor for Priam the King, nor for my many noble 
brothers, who will be slain by the foe and will lie in die dust, as for 
you, when one of the bronze-clad Achaeans will carry you away in 
tears, and end your days of freedom. Then you may live in Argos, and 
work at the loom in anodicr woman’s house, or perhaps carry water 
for a woman of Messene or Hyperia, sore against your will: but hard 
compulsion will he upon you. And then a man will say, as he secs you 
weeping, “This was the wife of Hector, who was die noblest in batde 
of the horse-taming Trojans, when they were fighting around llion.” 
This is what diey will say: and it will be fresh grief for you, to fight 
against slavery, bereft of a husband like diat. But may I be dead, may 
the eardi be heaped over my grave before I hear your cries, and of die 
violence done to you.’ 

So spake shining Hector, and held out his arms to his son. But the 
child screamed and shrank back into the bosom of die well-girdled 
nurse, for he took fright at die sight of Ills dear father - at the bronze, 
and the crest of horsehair which he saw swaying terribly from the 
top of the helmet. His father laughed aloud, and his lady mother too. 
At once shining Hector took the helmet off his head and laid it on the 
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ground, and when he had kissed Ills dear son and dandled him in his 
arms, lie prayed to Zeus and to the other gods: ‘Zeus and ye other 
gods, grant that this my son may be, as I am, most glorious among the 
Trojans and a man of might, and greatly rule in Ilion. And may they 
say, as he returns from war, “He is far better than his father.” And 
may he slay the foeman and carry offhis weapons, and may his mother 
have delight in him.’ 

This passage gives us a glimpse into the very soul of the 
Homeric hero. What moves him to deeds of heroism is not a 
sense of duty as we understand it - duty towards others: it is 
rather duty towards himself. He strives after that which we 
translate Virtue*, but is in Greek arete , ‘excellence*. And what 
Agamemnon and Achilles quarrel about is not simply a girl: 
it is the ‘prize* which is the public recognition of his arete. We 
shall have much to say about arete': it runs through Greek life. 

This scene-at any rate, in Greek-is such that the scholar who 
knows it by heart first expounds die variants in the MSS., die 
exact shades of meaning in the words, the grammatical com¬ 
plexities - and then cannot trust his voice to translate it steadily; 
nor is it by any means the only one of that kind in the Iliad . 
Nor is this timeless humanity confined to the great scenes, as 
one or two casual touches will show. Consider this short 
passage : 1 

Diomedes left them lying dead: and he went in pursuit of Abas and 
Polyidos, the sons of Eurydamas, the old man who could interpret 
dreams. And mightily did Diomedes slay them. And he went after 
Xanthus and Thoon, sons of Phaenops; and Phaenops lived through a 
sad old age, for he got him no other sons to leave his possessions to; 
for Diomedes slew them both and took sweet life from them. They 
did not return to him alive from the battle, and strangers divided 
their inheritance. 

Consider one verse given to Diomedes a little later , 2 The 
young hero Glaucus sees the havoc that Diomedes is working 
among the Trojans, and decides to do battle with him. Dionx- 
edes - such is the knightly code - asks him who he is, Tor I 

1. Iliad , V, 149. 2. Iliad, VI, 127. 
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have not set eyes on you before in battle that ennobles men ... 
And you surpass them all in courage, that you can stand there, 
waiting for my long spear/ - Now comes the significant 
detail. Diomedes might so naturally have said, ‘Ill-fated are 
those men who oppose my strength’; but he says instead, ‘Ill- 
fated are they whose sons oppose my strength*. Scenes of 
battle are described with what looks like gusto; the hero of the 
moment storms his way along and leaves a list of the slain 
behind him; we are told precisely where the deadly spear 
entered the body of the defeated warrior, and very often where 
it came out again; the conqueror lays up for himself a glory 
that will live after him. But Homer has a thought for the 
wider life of men: he does not forget - nor yet does he obtrude 
- those to whom another man’s glory brings sorrow. 

It would be a mistake to describe the Iliad as a tragedy, 
because (like most tilings Greek) it is precisely what it pur¬ 
ports to be, an epic poem, with all the leisureliness and ex¬ 
pansiveness of an epic poem. Nevertheless, it is intensely tragic, 
being in this too thoroughly Greek: the tragic turn of thought 
was habitual with the Greeks. Before we try to explain this, 
still using as our illustration the all-embracing Homer, it might 
be well to make one or two negative points. In the first place, 
the reason for this tragic vein is not that the Greek thought life 
a poor thing. We have just mentioned the apparent gusto with 
which Hoiner describes scenes of fighting: everything else is 
described with die same exact enthusiasm. He saw everything 
with intense interest, whether it was Odysseus building his 
boat, or heroes preparing and eating their very satisfying 
suppers in camp, and as likely as not, following the meal with 
song. That life was a vale of tears, in which nothing could 
matter very much, was an idea diat very few Greeks enter¬ 
tained. They had the keenest appetite for activity of all kinds - 
physical, mental, emotional; a never-ending delight in doing 
things, and in seeing how they were done. Almost any page of 
Homer will bear testimony to this. The undercurrent of 
tragedy is assuredly not due to any feeling that life is not worth 
while; it was a feeling of tragedy, not of melancholy. 

Nor again must we imagine that an inclination to tire tragic 
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meant a dislike of thecomic.To be sure, there is little comedy in 
the Iliad, just as there is very little comic relief in die tragedies of 
the later Attic stage: but we have already made acquaintance of 
a notably comic story in the Odyssey ; and we should not for¬ 
get that, just as the Attic stage had its Aristophanes as well as 
its Aeschylus - and Aeschylus himself had a great reputation in 
antiquity as a writer of the farcical satyr-drama - so epic had 
its counterpart in the burlesque epic, of which the Battle of 
Frogs and Mice survives. This strain of tragedy which haunts 
Greek thought had nothing to do with gloom: die Greek 
loved laughter, just as he loved life. It was, I think, the product 
of those two great qualities which we have been contemplating 
in Homer, intellectualism and humanity. The former enabled 
the Greek, as I have tried to show, to sec more clearly than 
some the great framework in which human life must be lived, 
the framework which Homer expressed partly as the will and 
die activities of the gods, partly as a shadowy Necessity to 
which even the gods must bow. Actions must have their con¬ 
sequences; ill-judged actions must have uncomfortable results. 
The Gods, to the Greek, arc not necessarily benevolent. If they 
are offended they hit out implacably: as Achilles says to the 
broken Priam, they give two sorrows for every blessing. Nor 
is this clear appreciation of the human scene relieved cither by 
bright hopes of a better world hereafter or by any belief in 
progress. As to the former, the Greek in Homer could look 
forward to a dim shadowy life in Hades; and as Achilles said, 
T would rather be a slave on earth than a King in Hades’. The 
only real hope of immortality was that one’s fame might live 
on in song. As to the latter, it was impossible; for the nature of 
the gods cannot change, and that the nature of men should 
change was an idea that occurred to nobody for a long time 
yet; and even if it did, the gods would still give the two 
sorrows for every blessing. Life would still remain what it is, 
in all its essentials. 

One can imagine such an outlook, so remarkably free from 
illusions, developing into an arid religion and breeding a re¬ 
signed and hopeless fatalism; but it was combined with this 
almost fierce joy in life, the exultation in human achievement 
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and in human personality. So far was the Greek from thinking 
that Man was a mere nothing in the sight of the gods that he 
had always to be reminding himself that Man is not God, and 
that it is impious to think it. Never again, until the Greek 
spirit intoxicated Italy at the Renaissance, do we find such 
superb self-confidence in humanity - a self-confidcnce which, 
in Renaissance Italy, was not restrained by the modesty im¬ 
posed on the Greek by his instinctive religious outlook. 

The tragic note which we hear in the Iliad and in most of 
Greek literature was produced by the tension between these 
two forces, passionate delight in life, and clear apprehension of 
its unalterable framework: 

As is the life of die leaves, so is diat of men. The wind scatters die 
leaves to the ground: the vigorous forest puts forth odiers, and they 
grow in the spring-season. Soon one generation of men comes and 
anodicr ceases. 

Neither the thought nor the image is peculiar to Homer: the 
peculiar poignancy is, and it comes from the context. We do not 
find it in the magnificent Hebrew parallel: 

As for man, his days are as grass. As a flower of the field, so he 
flourished!. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone, and the place 
thereof shall know it no more. 

The note here is one of humility and resignation: Man is no 
more than grass, in comparison with God. But the Homeric 
image takes a very different colour from its context of heroic 
striving and achievement. Man is unique; yet for all his high 
quality and his brilliant variety he must obey the same laws as 
the innumerable and indistinguishable leaves. There can be no 
romantic protest - for how can we protest against the first law 
of our being? - nor resigned acceptance ~ such as we find, for 
example, among the Chinese, to whom the individual is only 
an ancestor in the making, one crop of leaves on one tree in 
the forest. There is instead this passionate tension which is a 
spirit of tragedy. 

Many more examples could be cited from Homer, particu¬ 
larly from the Iliad . One must suffice; it will illustrate it from a 
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different point of view. Typical of the limitations, even the 
contradictions of life, is the fact that what is most worth having 
can often be had only at the peril of life itself. The hero proves 
his courage and wins his glory only, it may be, in his death - to 
the sorrow of his kinsmen. Beauty has danger and death as 
its neighbour. Here is an interlude in Homer’s description of 
fierce fighting around the walls of Troy, watched from the 
walls by Priam and others of the old men: 

So did the Trojan princes sit on the tower. And they saw Helen 
coming to the Tower, and said to each other softly, in winged words: 
‘Small blame to the Trojans and die well-armed Achaeans that they 
suffer so long, and so bitterly, for one like that , lovely as a goddess. Yet 
even so, beautiful diough she is, let her go home in a ship, and not 
leave sorrows to us and our children.’ So they spoke: but Priam called 
out to Helen, ‘Cotne, dear child, come and sit by me, and look upon 
him who was your husband, and upon your other kinsmen and friends. 

I cannot blame you: it was the gods who caused it, and brought war 
and tears upon us.* 

‘It was the gods’: not a sententious shuffling-off of responsi¬ 
bility, but the recognition that such things as these are part of 
the human lot. Beauty, like glory, must be sought, though the 
price be tears and destruction. Is not this thought at the very 
centre of the whole legend of the Trojan War? For its hero 
Achilles, the very perfection of Greek chivalry, was given 
precisely this choice by the gods. They offered him a long life 
with mediocrity, or glory with an early death. Whoever first 
made this myth expressed in it the essence not only of Greek 
thought but also of Greek history. 

I have written so much about the Iliad , partly because it 
contains so much of the essential Greek spirit, partly in order 
to show the reader the sort of thing on which the Greeks were 
educated for centuries. The Odyssey must be sacrificed, though 
equally a part of this education, and in many ways the necessary 
complement of the Iliad : a poem, as Longinus said* of char¬ 
acter rather than of passion; a poem full of the Greek love of 
adventure and strange tales; and, like the Iliad , a poem which 
might have been only a sackful of old stories, but has instead 
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an intelligent and artistic unity which comes inevitably from 
one central idea - in this case, a belief in an ultimate justice. 
Did one poet write both poems? Did one poet, indeed, com¬ 
pose either? And when did he, or they, live? This is the famous 
Homeric Question which scholars have debated for a century 
and a half: the reader will not expect it to be settled here. The 
later Greeks themselves possessed a whole cycle of epics on the 
Trojan war. Two of these were of surpassing excellence, and 
were attributed to Homer. This attribution was accepted quite 
wholeheartedly until modern times, when closer investigation 
showed all sorts of discrepancies of fact, style and language 
both between the two epics and between various parts of each. 
The immediate result of this was the minute and confident 
division of the two poems, but especially of the Iliad, into 
separate lays of different periods, appropriately called ‘strata’ by 
critics who sometimes imperfectly distinguished between 
artistic and geological composition. The study of the epic 
poetry of other races, and of the methods used by poets work¬ 
ing in this traditional medium, has done a great deal to restore 
confidence in the substantial unity of each poem: that is to say, 
that what we have in each case is not a short poem by one 
original ‘Homer’ to which later poets have added more or 
less indiscriminately, but a poem conceived as a unity by a 
relatively late ‘Homer’ who worked over and incorporated 
much traditional material - though the present Iliad certainly 
contains some passages which were not parts of ‘Homer’s’ 
design. Whether the same poet wrote both poems is a point on 
which opinions differ and probably always will. The difference 
in tone and in treatment is great. Longinus, the finest critic of 
antiquity, observed this, and remarked, ‘Homer in the Odys~ 

, sey is like the setting sun; the grandeur remains, but not the 
> intensity’. It may be the same sun. But a man lias a right to an 
\ opinion who has immersed himself in Homer to the extent of 
; translating one of the poems. Accordingly, it is interesting to 
observe that of the two recent English translators, T. E. Law¬ 
rence is so certain that the two poets arc not the same that he 
does not even consider the possibility: while Mr E. V. Rieu 
says, ‘His readers may feel as sure that they are in one man’s 
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hands as they do when they turn to As You Like It after 
reading King John . 

We will leave it at that, for the Homeric question, fascinating 
though it is to scholars, must not be allowed to obscure Homer 
from us. It is an interesting, though idle, speculation, what 
would be the effect on us if all our reformers, revolutionaries, 
planners, politicians and life-arrangers in general were soaked 
in Homer from their youth up, like the Greeks. They might 
realize that on the happy day when there is a refrigerator in 
every home, and two in none, when we all have the oppor¬ 
tunity of working for the common good (whatever that is), 
when Common Man (whoever he is) is triumphant, though 
not improved - that men will still come and go like the 
generations of leaves in the forest; that he will still be weak, and 
the gods strong and incalculable; that the quality of a man 
matters more than his achievement; that violence and reck¬ 
lessness will still lead to disaster, and that tliis will fall on the 
innocent as well as 011 the guilty. The Greeks were fortunate in 
possessing Homer, and wise in using him as they did. 


v 

THE POLIS 

‘Polis’ is the Greek word which we translate ‘city-state’. It is 
a bad translation, because the normal polis was not much like 
a city, and was very much more than a state. But translation, 
like politics, is the art of the possible; since we have not got the 
thing which the Greeks called ‘the polis’, we do not possess an 
equivalent word. From now on, we will avoid the misleading 
term ‘city-state’, and use the Greek word instead. In this 
chapter we will first enquire how this political system arose, 
then we will try to reconstitute the word ‘polis’ and recover 
its real meaning by watching it in action. It may be a long task, 
but all the time we shall be improving our acquaintance with 
the Greeks. Without a clear conception what the polis was, 
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and what it meant to the Greeks, it is quite impossible to 
understand properly Greek history, the Greek mind, or the 
Greek achievement. 

First then, what was the polis? In the Iliad we discern a 
political structure that seems not unfamiliar - a structure that 
can be called an advanced or a degenerate form of tribalism, 
according to taste. There are kings, like Achilles, who rule 
their people, and there is the great king, Agamemnon, King 
of Men, who is something like a feudal overlord. He is under 
obligation, whether of right or of custom, to consult the other 
kings or chieftains in matters of common interest. They form 
a regular council, and in its debates the sceptre, symbol of 
authority, is held by the speaker for the time being. This is 
recognizably European, not Oriental; Agamemnon is no 
despot, ruling with the unquestioned authority of a god. There 
are also signs of a shadowy Assembly of the People, to be 
consulted on important occasions: though Homer, a courtly 
poet, and in any case not a constitutional historian, says little 
about it. 

Such, in outline, is the tradition about pre-conquest Greece. 
When the curtain goes up again after the Dark Age we sec a 
very different picture. No longer is there a ‘wide-ruling 
Agamemnon* lording it in Mycenae. In Crete, where Ido- 
meneus had been ruling as sole king, we find over fifty quite 
independent polcis, fifty small ‘states* in the place of one. It is a 
small matter that the kings have disappeared; the important 
thing is that the kingdoms have gone too. What is true of Crete 
is true of Greece in general, or at least of those parts which 
play any considerable part in Greek history - Ionia, the islands, 
the Peloponnesus except Arcadia, Central Greece except the 
western parts, and South Italy and Sicily when they became 
Greek. All these were divided into an enormous number of 
quite independent and autonomous political units. 

It is important to realize their size. The modem reader picks 
up a translation of Plato’s Republic or Aristotle’s Politics ; he 
finds Plato ordaining that his ideal city shall have 5,000 
citizens, and Aristotle that each citizen should be able to 
know all the others by sight; and he smiles, perhaps, at such 

c 
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philosophic fantasies. But Plato and Aristotle are not fantasts. 
Plato is imagining a polis on the normal Hellenic scale; indeed 
he implies that many existing Greek polcis are too small - for 
many had less than 5,000 citizens. Aristotle says, in his amusing 
way - Aristotle sometimes sounds very like a don - that a polis 
of ten citizens would be impossible, because it could not be 
self-sufficient, and that a polis of a hundred thousand would be 
absurd, because it could not govern itself properly. And we 
are not to think of these ‘citizens’ as a ‘master-class’ owning 
and dominating thousands of slaves. The ordinary Greek in 
these early centuries was a farmer, and if he owned a slave he 
was doing pretty well. Aristotle speaks of a hundred thousand 
citizens; if we allow each to have a wife and four children, and 
then add a liberal number of slaves and resident aliens, we shall 
arrive at something like a million - the population of Birming¬ 
ham; and to Aristotle an independent ‘state’ as populous as 
Birmingham is a lecture-room joke. Or we may turn from die 
philosophers to a practical man, Hippodamas, who laid out the 
Piraeus in the most up-to-date American style; he said that the 
ideal number of citizens was ten thousand, which would imply 
a total population of about 100,000. 

In fact, only three polcis had more than 20,000 citizens - 
Syracuse and Acragas (Girgcnti) in Sicily, and Athens. At the 
outbreak of the Peloponnesian War the population of Attica 
was about 350,000, half of them Athenian (men, women and 
children), about a tenth resident aliens, and die rest slaves. 
Sparta, or Lacedaemon, had a much smaller citizen-body, 
though it was larger in area. The Spartans had conquered and 
annexed Messenia, and possessed 3,200 square miles of territory. 
By Greek standards this was an enormous area: it would take 
a good walker two days to cross it. The important commercial 
city of Corinth had a territory of 330 square miles - about the 
size of Huntingdonshire. The island of Ceos, which is about as 
big as Bute, was divided into four poleis. It had therefore four 
armies, four governments, possibly four different calendars, and, 
it may be, four different currencies and systems of measures - 
though this is less likely. Mycenae was in historical times a 
shrunken relic of Agamemnon’s capital, but still independent. 
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She sent an army to help the Greek cause against Persia at the 
battle of Plataca; the army consisted of eighty men. Even by 
Greek standards this was small, but we do not hear that any 
jokes were made about an army sharing a cab. 

To think on this scale is difficult for us, who regard a state of 
ten million as small, and are accustomed to states which, like 
the U.S.A. and the U.S.S.R., arc so big that they have to be 
referred to by their initials; but when the adjustable reader has 
become accustomed to the scale, he will not commit the vulgar 
error of confusing size with significance. The modern writer is 
sometimes heard to speak with splendid scorn of ‘those petty 
Greek states, with their interminable quarrels*. Quite so; 
Plataca, Sicyon, Aegina and the rest are petty, compared with 
modem states. The Earth itself is petty, compared with 
Jupiter - but then, the atmosphere of Jupiter is mainly am¬ 
monia, and that makes a difference. We do not like breathing 
ammonia - and the Greeks would not much have liked 
breathing the atmosphere of the vast modern State. They knew 
of one such, the Persian Empire - and thought it very suitable, 
for barbarians. Difference of scale, when it is great enough, 
amounts to difference of kind. 

But before we deal with the nature of the polis, the reader 
might like to know how it happened that the relatively spacious 
pattern of pre-Dorian Greece became such a mosaic of small 
fragments. The Classical scholar too would like to know; 
there are no records, so that all we can do is to suggest plausible 
reasons. There are historical, geographical and economic 
reasons; and when these have been duly set forth, we may 
conclude perhaps that the most important reason of all is 
simply that this is the way in which the Greeks preferred to 
live. 

The coming of the Dorians was not an attack made by one 
organized nation upon another. The invaded indeed had their 
organization, loose though it was; some of the invaders - the 
main body that conquered Lacedaemon - must have been a 
coherent force; but others must have been small groups of 
raiders, profiting from the general turmoil and seizing good 
land where they could find it. A sign of this is that we find 
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members of the same clan in different states. Pindar, for 
example, was a citizen of Thebes and a member of the ancient 
family of the Aegidae. But there were Aegidae too in Aegina 
and Sparta, quite independent poleis, and Pindar addresses 
them as kinsmen. Tliis particular clan therefore was split up in 
the invasions. In a country like Greece this would be very 
natural. 

In a period so unsettled die inhabitants of any valley or 
island might at a moment’s notice be compelled to fight for 
their fields. Therefore a local strong-point was necessary, 
normally a defensible hill-top somewhere in the plain. This, 
the ‘acropolis* (‘high-town’), would be fortified, and here 
would be the residence of the king. It would also be die natural 
place of assembly, and die religious centre. 

This is the beginning of the town. What we have to do is to 
give reasons why the town grew, and why such a small pocket 
of people remained an independent political unit. The former 
task is simple. To begin with, natural economic growth made 
a central market necessary. We saw that the economic system 
implied by Hesiod and Homer was ‘close household economy’; 
the estate, large or small, produced nearly everything that it 
needed, and what it could not produce it did without. As 
things became more stable a rather more specialized economy 
became possible: more goods were produced for sale. Hence 
the growth of a market. 

At this point we may invoke the very sociable habits of the 
Greeks, ancient or modern. The English farmer likes to build 
Ills house on his land, and to come into town when he has to. 
What little leisure he has he likes to spend on the very satisfying 
occupation of looking over a gate. The Greek prefers to live in 
the town or village, to walk out to his work, and to spend his 
rather ampler leisure talking in die town or village square. 
Therefore the market becomes a market-town, naturally be¬ 
neath the Acropolis. This became the centre of the communal 
life of die people - and we shall see presently how important 
diat was. 

But why did not such towns form larger units? Tliis is the 
important question. 
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There is an economic point. The physical barriers which 
Greece has so abundantly made the transport of goods difficult, 
except by sea, and the sea was not yet used with any confidence. 
Moreover, the variety of which we spoke earlier enabled quite 
a small area to be reasonably self-sufficient for a people who 
made such small material demands on life as the Greek. Both of 
these facts tend in the same direction; there was in Greece no 
great economic interdependence, no reciprocal pull between 
the different parts of the country, strong enough to counteract 
the desire of the Greek to live in small communities. 

There is a geographical point. It is sometimes asserted that 
tliis system of independent poleis was imposed on Greece by 
the physical character of the country. The theory is attractive, 
especially to those who like to have one majestic explanation 
of any phenomenon, but it does not seem to be true. It is of 
course obvious that the physical subdivision of the country 
helped; the system could not have existed, for example, in 
Egypt, a country which depends entirely on the proper 
management of the Nile flood, and therefore must have a 
central government. But there are countries cut up quite as 
much as Greece - Scotland, for instance - which have never 
developed the polis-system; and conversely there were in 
Greece many neighbouring poleis, such as Corinth and Sicyon, 
which remained independent of each other although between 
them there was no physical barrier that would seriously in¬ 
commode a modem cyclist. Moreover, it was precisely the 
most mountainous parts of Greece that never developed poleis, 
or not until later days - Arcadia and Aetolia, for example, 
which had something like a canton-system. The polis flourish¬ 
ed in those parts where communications were relatively easy. 
So diat we are still looking for our explanation. 

Economics and geography helped, but the real explanation 
is die character of the Greeks - which those determinists may 
explain who have the necessary faith in their omniscience. As it 
will take some time to deal with this, we may first clear out of 
the way an important historical point. How did it come about 
that so preposterous a system was able to last for more than 
twenty minutes? 
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The ironies of history are many and bitter, but at least this 
must be put to the credit of the gods, that they arranged for 
the Greeks to have the Eastern Mediterranean almost to them¬ 
selves long enough to work out what was almost a laboratory- 
experiment to test how far, and in what conditions, human 
nature is capable of creating and sustaining a civilization. In 
Asia, the Hittite Empire had collapsed, the Lydian kingdom 
was not aggressive, and the Persian power, which eventually 
overthrew Lydia, was still embryonic in the mountainous 
recesses of the continent; Egypt was in decay; Macedon, 
destined to make nonsense of the polis-system, was and long 
remained in a state of ineffective semi-barbarism; Rome had 
not yet been heard of, nor any other power in Italy. There 
were indeed the Phoenicians, and their western colony, 
Carthage, but these were traders first and last. Therefore this 
lively and intelligent Greek people was for some centuries 
allowed to live under the apparently absurd system which 
suited and developed its genius instead of becoming absorbed 
in the dull mass of a large empire, which would have smothered 
its spiritual growth, and made it what it afterwards became, a 
race of brilliant individuals and opportunists. Obviously some 
day somebody would create a strong centralized power in the 
Eastern Mediterranean - a successor to the ancient sea-power 
of King Minos. Would it be Greek, Oriental, or something 
else? This question must be the theme of a later chapter, but 
no history of Greece can be intelligible until one has under¬ 
stood what the polis meant to the Greek; and when we have 
understood that, we shall also understand why the Greeks 
developed it, and so obstinately tried to maintain it. Let us then 
examine the word in action. 

It meant at first that which was later called the Acropolis, the 
stronghold of the whole community and the centre of its 
public life. The town which nearly always grew up around this 
was designated by another word, ‘asty\ But polis* very soon 
meant either the citadel or the whole people which, as it were, 
‘used* this citadel. So we read in Thucydides, ‘Epidamnus is a 
polis on the right as you sail into the Corinthian gulf*. This is 
not like saying ‘Bristol is a city on the right as you sail up the 
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Bristol Channel’, for Bristol is not an independent state which 
might be at war with Gloucester, but only an urban area with 
a purely local administration. Thucydides’ words imply that 
there is a town - though possibly a very small one - called 
Epidamnus, which is the political centre of the Epidamnians, 
who live in the territory of which the town is the centre - not 
the ‘capital* - and are Epidamnians whether they live in the 
town or in one of the villages in this territory. 

Sometimes the territory and the town have different names. 
Thus, Attica is the territory occupied by the Athenian people; 
it comprised Athens - the ‘polis* in the narrower sense - the 
Piraeus, and many villages; but the people collectively were 
Athenians, not Attics, and a citizen was an Athenian in what¬ 
ever part of Attica he might live. 

In this sense ‘polis’ is our ‘state*. In Sophocles’ Antigone 
Creon comes forward to make his first proclamation as king. 
He begins, ‘Gentlemen, as for the polis, the gods have brought 
it safely through the storm, on even keel*. It is the familiar 
image of the Ship of State, and we think we know where we 
are. But later in the play he says what wc should naturally 
translate, ‘Public proclamation has been made ...* He says in 
fact, ‘It has been proclaimed to the polis - not to the 
‘state*, but to the ‘people*. Later in the play he quarrels 
violently with his son; ‘What?’ he cries, ‘is anyone but me to 
rule in this land?* Haemon answers, ‘It is no polis that is ruled 
by one man only*. The answer brings out another important 
part of the whole conception of a polis, namely that it is a 
community, and that its affairs are the affairs of all. The actual 
business of governing might be entrusted to a monarch, acting 
in the name of all according to traditional usages, or to the 
heads of certain noble families, or to a council of citizens 
owning so much property, or to all the citizens. All these, and 
many modifications of them, were natural forms of ‘polity*; 
all were sharply distinguished by the Greek from Oriental 
monarchy, in which the monarch is irresponsible, not holding 
his powers in trust by the grace of god, but being himself a 
god. If there was irresponsible government there was no polis. 
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Haemon is accusing his father of talking like a ‘ty rannos’ 1 and 
thereby destroying the polis - but not ‘the State'. 

To continue our exposition of the word. The chorus in 
Aristophanes' Acharnians, admiring the conduct of the hero, 
turns to the audience with an appeal which I render literally, 
‘Dost thou see, O whole polis?’ The last words are sometimes 
translated ‘thou thronging city', which sounds better, but 
obscures an essential point, namely that the size of the polis 
made it possible for a member to appeal to all his fellow- 
citizens in person, and this he naturally did if he thought that 
another member of the polis had injured him. It was the com¬ 
mon assumption of the Greeks that the polis took its origin in 
the desire for Justice. Individuals are lawless, but the polis will 
see to it that wrongs are redressed. But not by an elaborate 
machinery of state-justice, for such a machine could not be 
operated except by individuals, who may be as unjust as the 
original wrongdoer. The injured party will be sure of obtaining 
justice only if he can declare his wrongs to the whole polis. 
The word therefore now means ‘people’ in actual distinction 
from ‘state*. 

Iocasta, the tragic Queen in the Oedipus, wall show us a little 
more of the range of the word. It becomes a question if 
Oedipus her husband is not after all the accursed man who had 
killed the previous king Laius. ‘No, no,’ cries Iocasta, ‘it 
cannot be! The slave said it was “brigands” who had attacked 
them, not “a brigand”. He cannot go back on his word now. 
The polis heard him, not I alone.' Here the word is used with¬ 
out any ‘political’ association at all; it is, as it were, off duty, 
and signifies ‘the whole people*. This is a shade of meaning 
which is not always so prominent, but is never entirely absent. 

Then Demosthenes die orator talks of a man who, literally, 
‘avoids die city* - a translation which might lead the unwary to 
suppose that he lived in something corresponding to the Lake 
District, or Purley. But the phrase ‘avoids the poHs > tells us 
nothing about his domicile; it means that he took no part in 

1. I prefer to use the Greek form of this (apparently) Oriental word. It is 
the Greek equivalent of ‘dictator’, but does not necessarily have the colour of 
our word ‘tyrant’. 
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public life - and was therefore something of an oddity. The 
affairs of the community did not interest him. 

We have now learned enough about the word polis to 
realize that there is no possible English rendering or such a 
common phrase as, 'It is everyone's duty to help the polis’. 
We cannot say ‘help the state’, for that arouses no enthusiasm; 
it is ‘the state’ that takes half our incomes from us. Not ‘the 
community’, for with us ‘the community’ is too big and too 
various to be grasped except theoretically. One’s village, one’s 
trade union, one’s class, are entities that mean something to us 
at once, but ‘work for the community*, though an admirable 
sentiment, is to most of us vague and flabby. In the years before 
the war, what did most parts of Great Britain know about the 
depressed areas? How much do bankers, miners and farm¬ 
workers understand each other? But the ‘polis’ every Greek 
knew; there it was, complete, before his eyes. He could see the 
fields which gave it its sustenance - or did not, if the crops 
failed; he could see how agriculture, trade and industry dove¬ 
tailed into one another; he knew die frontiers, where they were 
strong and where weak; if any malcontents were planning a 
coup , it was difficult for them to conceal the fact. The entire life 
of the polis, and the relation between its parts, were much 
easier to grasp, because of the small scale of tilings. Therefore 
to say ‘It is everyone’s duty to help the polis’ was not to express 
a fine sentiment but to speak the plainest and most urgent 
common sense. 1 Public affairs had an immediacy and a con¬ 
creteness which they cannot possibly have for us. 

One specific example will help. The Adienian democracy 
taxed die rich with as much disinterested enthusiasm as the 
British, but this could be done in a much more gracious way, 
simply because the State was so small and intimate. Among us, 
the payer of super-tax (presumably) pays much as the income- 
tax payer does: he writes his cheque and thinks, ‘There! That*s 
gone down the drain!’ In Athens, the man whose wealth ex¬ 
ceeded a certain sum had, in a yearly rota, to perform certain 
‘liturgies’ - literally, ‘folk-works’. He had to keep a warship 

i. It did not, of course, follow that the Greek obeyed common sense any 
oftener than we do. 
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in commission for one year (with the privilege of commanding 
it, if he chose), or finance the production of plays at the 
Festival, or equip a religious procession. It was a heavy burden, 
and no doubt unwelcome, but at least some fun could be got 
out of it and some pride taken in it. There was satisfaction and 
honour to be gained from producing a trilogy worthily before 
One’s fellow-citizens. So, in countless other ways, the size of the 
polis is made vivid and immediate things which to us are only 
abstractions or wearisome duties. Naturally this cut both ways. 
For example, an incompetent or unlucky commander was the 
object not of a diffused and harmless popular indignation, but 
of direct accusation; he might be tried for his life before an 
Assembly, many of whose past members he had led to death. 

Pericles’ Funeral Speech, recorded or recreated by Thu¬ 
cydides, will illustrate this immediacy, and will also take our 
conception of the polis a little further. Each year, Thucydides 
tells us, if citizens had died in war - and they had, more often 
than not - a funeral oration was delivered by ‘a man chosen by 
the polish To-day, that would be someone nominated by the 
Prime Minister, or the British Academy, or the B.B.C. In 
Athens it meant that someone was chosen by the Assembly who 
had often spoken to that Assembly; and on this occasion 
Pericles spoke from a specially high platform, that his voice 
might reach as many as possible. Let us consider two phrases 
that Pericles used in that speech. 

He is comparing the Athenian polis with the Spartan, and 
makes the point that the Spartans admit foreign visitors only 
grudgingly, and from time to time expel all strangers, ‘while 
we make our polis common to all’. ‘Polis’ here is not the 
political unit; there is no question of naturalizing foreigners - 
which die Greeks did rarely, simply because die polis was so 
intimate a union. Pericles means here: ‘We throw open to all 
our common cultural life’, as is shown by the words that 
follow, difficult though they are to translate: ‘nor do we deny 
them any instruction or spectacle’ - words that are almost 
meaningless until we realize that the drama, tragic and comic, 
the performance of choral hymns, public recitals of Homer, 
games, were all necessary and normal parts of ‘political’ life 
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This is the sort of thing Pericles has in mind when he speaks of 
‘instruction and spectacle*, and of ‘making the polis open to 
all*. 

But we must go further than this. A perusal of the speech 
will show that in praising the Athenian polis Pericles is praising 
more than a state, a nation, or a people: he is praising a way of 
life; he means no less when, a little later, he calls Athens the 
‘school of Hellas*. - And what of that? Do not we praise ‘the 
English way of life*? The difference is this; we expect our 
State to be quite indifferent to ‘the English way of life’ - in¬ 
deed, the idea that the State should actively try to promote it 
would fill most of us with alarm. The Greeks thought of the 
polis as an active, formative thing, training the minds and 
characters of the citizens; we think of it as a piece of machinery 
for the production of safety and convenience. The training in 
virtue, which the medieval state left to the Church, and the 
polis made its own concern, the modern state leaves to God 
knows what. 

‘Polis’, then, originally ‘citadel*, may mean as much as ‘the 
whole communal life of the people, political, cultural, moral’ 
- even ‘economic*, for how else are we to understand another 
phrase in this same speech, ‘the produce of the whole world 
comes to us, because of the magnitude of our polis*? This must 
mean ‘our national wealth*. 

Religion too was bound up with the polis - though not 
every form of religion. 1 The Olympian gods were indeed 
worshipped by Greeks everywhere, but each polis had, if not 
its own gods, at least its own particular cults of these gods. 
Thus, Athena of the Brazen Elouse was worshipped at Sparta, 
but to the Spartans Athena was never what she was to the 
Athenians, ‘Athena Polias*, Athena guardian of the City. So 
Hera, in Athens, was a goddess worshipped particularly by 
women, as the goddess of hearth and home, but in Argos 
‘Argive Hera* was the supreme deity of the people. We have in 
these gods tribal deities, like Jehovah, who exist as it were on 
two levels at once, as gods of the individual polis, and gods of 
the whole Greek race. But beyond these Olympians, each polis 
I. Not the mystery-religions. (See p. 19 f.) 
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had its minor local deities, ‘heroes* and nymphs, each wor¬ 
shipped with his immemorial rite, and scarcely imagined to 
exist outside the particular locality where the rite was per¬ 
formed. So that in spite of the panhellenic Olympian system, 
and in spite of the philosophic spirit which made merely tribal 
gods impossible for the Greek, there is a sense in which it is 
true to say that the polis is an independent religious, as well as 
political, unit. The tragic poets at least could make use of the 
old belief that the gods desert a city which is about to be 
captured. The gods arc the unseen partners in the city’s 
welfare. 

How intimately religious and ‘political* thinking were con¬ 
nected we can best see from the Oresteia of Aeschylus. This 
trilogy is built around the idea of Justice. It moves from chaos 
to order, from conflict to reconciliation; and it moves on two 
planes at once, the human and the divine. In the Agamemnon 
wc see one of the moral Laws of the universe, that punishment 
must follow crime, fulfilled in the crudest possible way; one 
crime evokes another crime to avenge it, in apparently endless 
succession - but always with the sanction of Zeus. In the 
Choephori diis series of crimes reaches its climax when Orestes 
avenges his father by killing his mother. He does this with 
repugnance, but he is commanded to do it by Apollo, the son 
and the mouthpiece of Zeus - Why? Because in murdering 
Agamemnon the King and her husband, Clytemncstra has 
committed a crime which, unpunished, would shatter the very 
fabric of society. It is the concern of the Olympian gods to 
defend Order; they are particularly the gods of the Polis. But 
Orestes’ matricide outrages the deepest human instincts; he is 
therefore implacably pursued by other deities, the Furies. The 
Furies have no interest in social order, but they cannot permit 
tliis outrage on the sacredness of the blood-tie, which it is 
their office to protect. In the Eumetiides there is a terrific con¬ 
flict between the ancient Furies and the younger Olympians 
over the unhappy Orestes. The solution is that Athena comes 
with a new dispensation from Zeus. A jury of Athenian citizens 
is empanelled to try Orestes on the Acropolis where he has 
fled for protection - this being the first meeting of the Council 
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of the Areopagus. The votes on either side are equal; therefore, 
as an act of mercy, Orestes is acquitted. The Furies, cheated of 
their legitimate prey, threaten Attica with destruction, but 
Athena persuades them to make their home in Athens, with 
their ancient office not abrogated (as at first they think) but 
enhanced, since henceforth they will punish violence within 
the polis, not only within the family. 

So, to Aeschylus the mature polis becomes the means by 
which the Law is satisfied without producing chaos, since 
public justice supersedes private vengeance; and the claims of 
authority are reconciled with the instincts of humanity. The 
trilogy ends with an impressive piece of pageantry. The awful 
Furies exchange their black robes for red ones, no longer 
Furies, but ‘Kindly Ones* (Eumenides); no longer enemies of 
Zeus, but liis willing and honoured agents, defenders of his 
now perfected social order against intestine violence. Before 
the eyes of the Athenian citizens assembled in the theatre just 
under the Acropolis - and indeed guided by citizen-marshals 
- they pass out of the theatre to their new home on die other 
side of the Acropolis. Some of die most acute of man’s moral 
and social problems have been solved, and the means of the 
reconciliation is the Polis. 

A few minutes later, on that early spring day of 458 b.c., the 
citizens too would leave the theatre, and by the same exits as 
the Eumenides. In what mood? Surely no audience has had 
such an experience since. At the time, the Athenian polis was 
confidently riding the crest of the wave. In this trilogy there 
was exaltation, for diey had seen their polis emerge as the pat¬ 
tern of Justice, of Order, of what the Greeks called Cosmos; 
the polis, they saw, was - or could be - the very crown and 
summit of tilings. They had seen their goddess herself acting as 
President of the first judicial tribunal - a steadying and sober¬ 
ing thought. But there was more than diis. The rising demo¬ 
cracy had recently curtailed the powers of the ancient Court of 
the Areopagus, and the reforming statesman had been assas¬ 
sinated by his political enemies. What of the Eumenides, the 
awful inhabitants of the land, the transformed Furies, whose 
function it was to avenge the shedding of a kinsman’s blood? 



THE GREEKS 


78 

There was warning here, as well as exaltation, in the thought 
that the polis had its divine as well as its human members. 
There was Athena, one of those Olympians who had presided 
over the formation of ordered society, and there were the 
more primitive deities who had been persuaded by Athena to 
accept this pattern of civilized life, and were swift to punish 
any who, by violence from within, threatened its stability. 

To such an extent was the religious thought of Aeschylus 
intertwined with the idea of the polis; and not of Aeschylus 
alone, but of many other Greek thinkers too - notably of 
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Aristotle made a remark which 
we most inadequately translate ‘Man is a political animal’. 
What Aristotle really said is ‘Man is a creature who lives in a 
polis*; and what he goes on to demonstrate, in his Politics, is 
that the polis is the only framework within which man can 
fully realize his spiritual, moral and intellectual capacities. 

Such arc some of the implications of this word: we shall 
meet more later, for I have deliberately said little about its 
purely ‘political* side - to emphasize the fact that it is so much 
more than a form of political organization. The polis was a 
living community, based on kinship, real or assumed - a kind 
of extended family, turning as much as possible of life into 
family life, and of course having its family quarrels, which 
were the more bitter because they were family quarrels. 

This it is that explains not only the polis but also much of 
what the Greeks made and thought, that he was essentially 
social. In the winning of his livelihood he was essentially in¬ 
dividualist: in the filling of his life he was essentially ‘commun¬ 
ist*. Religion, art, games, the discussion of tilings - all these 
were needs of life that could be fully satisfied only through the 
polis ~ not, as with us, through voluntary associations of like- 
minded people, or through entrepreneurs appealing to indivi¬ 
duals. (This partly explains the difference between Greek 
drama and the modem cinema.) Moreover, he wanted to play 
his own part in running the affairs of the community. When 
we realize how many of the necessary, interesting and exciting 
activities of life the Greek enjoyed through the polis, all of 
them in the open air, within sight of the same acropolis, with 
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the same ring of mountains or of sea visibly enclosing the life 
of every member of the state - then it becomes possible to 
understand Greek history, to understand that in spite of the 
promptings of commonsense the Greek could not bring him¬ 
self to sacrifice the polis, with its vivid and comprehensive life, 
to a wider but less interesting unity. We may perhaps record 
an Imaginary Conversation between an Ancient Greek and a 
member of the Athenaeum. The member regrets the lack of 
political sense shown by the Greeks. The Greek replies, ‘How 
many clubs are there in London?' The member, at a guess, says 
about five hundred. The Greek then says, ‘Now, if all these 
combined, what splendid premises they could build. They 
could have a club-house as big as Hyde Park/ ‘But/ says the 
member, ‘that would no longer be a club/ ‘Precisely/ says the 
Greek, ‘and a polis as big as yours is no longer a polis/ 

After all, modern Europe, in spite of its common culture, 
common interests, and ease of communication, finds it difficult 
to accept the idea of limiting national sovereignty, though this 
would increase the security of life without notably adding to 
its dullness; the Greek had possibly more to gain by watering 
down the polis - but how much more to lose. It was not 
commonsense that made Achilles great, but certain other 
qualities. 


vi 

CLASSICAL GREECE: THE EARLY 
PERIOD 

The modem map of the Mediterranean and adjacent waters is 
full of Greek names. Sebastopol, Alexandria, Benghazi - and 
of course the neighbouring Apollonia, which our newspapers 
never know how to spell, the worship of Apollo not being 
very vigorous in Fleet Street - Syracuse, Naples, Monaco: all 
these names, and hundreds of others, are Greek by origin, 
though many of them have become very much battered by 
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being used for centuries on foreign tongues. Not all of them 
go back to early classical days. Alexandria commemorates its 
founder, Alexander the Great, with whom this volume will 
end. Sebastopol is the Greek for ‘city of Augustus*, a founda¬ 
tion therefore of Roman Imperial times; Benghazi is Berenike 
(Macedonian Greek for Pherenike, ‘bringer of victory*), the 
name of one of the queens of the Macedonian line of Ptolemies 
who ruled Egypt from the time of Alexander (320 b.c.) down 
to the Cleopatra who fascinated Caesar, Shakespeare and 
Shaw. Nevertheless, a very large number of these names go 
back to the period with which we are now concerned, the 
eighth, seventh and sixtli centuries. Marseilles started life as 
Massilia, and Massilia was founded, by the Greeks, at about 
600. This coast in fact is a museum of Greek names. Monaco 
got its name from a shrine of Heracles Monoikos. ‘Heracles 
who dwells alone*: Nice was Nikaia, ‘Victoria*, Antibes is 
Antipolis, ‘the city opposite*; Agde is Agathe, ‘the good place*. 
South-west Italy too is full of Greek names: Naples for ex¬ 
ample is Neapolis, ‘New town’, and Reggio is Rhegion, ‘the 
Rent* - so named from the narrow strait. 

The Ionian poet Homer obviously knew next to nothing of 
the Western Mediterranean or of the Black Sea: these were 
regions vaguely known and filled with marvels. Ithaca, off the 
west coast of Greece, is the boundary of his knowledge to¬ 
wards the west - and he does not seem to be so very certain 
even about Ithaca. Yet within three hundred years at the most 
wc find Greek cities firmly planted not only all around the 
Aegean, but also in the more reasonable parts of the Black Sea 
(including the Crimea), along the Libyan coast, in south and 
west Italy, in Sicily, on the south coast of France and the east 
coast of Spain. Indeed Sicily and the neighbouring parts of Italy 
became known as ‘Greater Greece*; it was from here, and not 
from the Greek motherland, that Rome first imbibed Greek 
civilization. 

This was not the first great expansion of Greece, nor was it 
the last. We have seen how the Ionians (and others) had 
swarmed eastwards across the Aegean when the Dorians 
came: and centuries later Greeks settled all over Alexander’s 
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new dominions - as indeed in the last century Greeks settled in 
America in such numbers that the money they sent home was 
an important item in the national economy. The Greeks have 
usually been a fertile race, and the nature of the country im¬ 
poses a very definite limit on the population - which is true 
indeed of Mediterranean lands even today. 

We are extremely ill-informed about the causes and the 
course of the great colonizing movement which began at 
about 750 and continued for some two hundred years. That 
over-population was the chief cause seems tolerably certain, 
though other factors no doubt played their part: political un¬ 
rest, for example, and disasters from without. For example, 
when Cyrus die Great conquered Ionia in 545, the inhabitants 
of two cities, Tenos and Phocaea, resolved to emigrate in a 
body rather than live as subjects of Persia. The Teians estab¬ 
lished themselves on the coast of Thrace, and founded Abdera, 
but the Phocaeans went further afield. They resolved to go to 
Corsica. They sank a large lump of iron in their harbour 
(according to the charming story in Herodotus), and swore 
that they would not return until the iron floated. But not long 
after diey had started, many of them, overcome by a longing 
for their own city, turned back. The rest went on, and joined 
dicir own existing colony of Alalia in Corsica (later Aleria, 
and still existing under that name as a hamlet). 

One tiling seems quite certain about the earlier colonies at 
least, they were not founded for reasons of trade; they were 
not ‘factories’. All that we know of them suggests that land 
was what the colonists were looking for. The Greek farmer, 
working on a very little margin, lived a precarious existence. 
The subdivision of a family plot soon reaches the point where 
efficient farming is impossible, and - as we shall see presently 
in discussing Athens - big estates have an unconscionable habit 
of swallowing small ones. The cry for a redistribution of land 
was often heard in Greece, and colonization was a safety-valve. 
The impoverished peasant would give up liis shrunken and 
mortgaged bit of land in the home-country for a share in the 
vacant land overseas - and the struggle could begin afresh: 
either he and his descendants would prosper and become the 
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landed nobility of the new polis, or they would fail and be 
ready once more for colonization or revolution. 

But though land and not trade was the first object, coloniza¬ 
tion did greatly stimulate both trade and industry, to such an 
extent that some later colonies were founded with an eye to 
trade rather than agriculture. The new lands could sometimes 
grow crops different from those of the old ones, and the 
colonies brought the Greeks into close contact with ‘barbarian* 
peoples who had interesting things to sell. Of die old trade- 
routes, for example the amber-route from the Baltic, some 
could now be tapped nearer their source. So the exchange of 
goods became brisker, and new contacts brought new ideas 
and new techniques. Gradually, in no spectacular way, the 
standard of material civilization rose, much more in some 
places dian in others. Corinth, for example, a city so favour¬ 
ably situated for trade, was busy building ships, making things 
in bronze, and developing, on its pottery, a naturalistic style of 
painting such as Greece had not seen for centuries, while Ar¬ 
cadian villages not diirty miles away remained entirely un¬ 
affected by these new diings. Other cities which participated 
in this growth of trade and industry were Aegina, Chalcis in 
Euboea, and Miletus in Ionia. Chalcis was concerned in the 
first Greek war of historical times, a war with her neighbour 
Eretria for the possession of the neighbouring Lelantine plain. 
Many other states came in on cither side, having no apparent 
interest in the disputed territory: it is likely therefore that com¬ 
mercial rivalries were already playing their part. 

A word on the political aspect of colonization. The word 
‘colony’ is misleading, but as usual, it is the best we can do. 
The Greek apoikia means, literally, ‘an away-home’. The 
apoikia was in no sense an extension or dependency of 
the parent-city; it was a new and independent foundation. 
The mother-city organized the swarm; frequently members of 
other poleis were invited to join. The mother-city would 
choose from its own members an official leader: he would 
supervise the apportioning of the new lands among the colon¬ 
ists, and would be honoured in perpetuity as the Founder. It 
was usual to consult the oracle at Delphi before trying to 
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establish a new colony. This was not simply a religious fortifi¬ 
cation against unknown dangers. Delphi had now attained pre¬ 
eminence among all the Greek holy sites, and as the oracle was 
constantly being consulted by enquirers from every part of the 
Greek world - and indeed sometimes by ‘barbarians’ too - die 
Delphic priests acquired a great deal of information about this 
and that (not to mention considerable political influence). In 
going to Delphi, therefore, the Greek hoped to receive, as it 
were, not only the blessing of the bishops but also expert ad¬ 
vice from the Colonial Research Bureau. 

When the colony was founded, the ties between it and the 
mother-city were purely religious and sentimental. The fire 
which blazed on its public hearth had been kindled by fire 
brought from the mother-city; citizens of the latter were nor¬ 
mally given certain complimentary privileges if they visited 
the colony: if the colony gave birth to another, it was proper 
to invite the original city to nominate a founder. Of strictly 
political connexion there was none whatever; war between a 
city and her colony (as between Corinth and Corcyra, in the 
first book of Thucydides) could be represented as unnatural 
and indecent, but it was not rebellion or secession; therefore 
this outpouring of Greeks from metropolitan Greece and 
Ionia, though it carried Greek influence to every part of the 
Mediterranean, except where Carthage or the Etruscans barred 
die way, did nothing towards creating a Greek Empire or 
state. It meant only that the number of independent Greek 
poleis was enormously increased - and that the sympathies and 
feuds of the homelands were repeated further afield. 

The reader may be uneasily wondering if he is going to be 
asked to follow die history of several hundreds of independent 
states simultaneously. No. In the first place, political history 
must be kept in its place when one is writing about a people: it 
is a framework perhaps, it is one expression of a people’s char¬ 
acter, and it is, for good or ill, one of the people’s achievements: 
it is not the whole story. In the second place, about most of 
these states we know nothing whatever. Nowadays, we are, in 
die interests of History, recording facts with such conscientious 
passion that we are making the writing of history impossible. 
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Greece lays her historian under the opposite disadvantage. The 
idea of recording contemporary events, other than mere lists of 
magistrates or priests, hardly dawned before the fifth century - 
and when it did dawn we have, almost at once, not merely a 
record, but also an interpretation of events. But even for the 
fifth century our records are very scanty. For the earlier period 
it seems most reasonable for us to look in turn, and in a very 
general way, in three directions: first to Ionia, then to Sparta, 
then to Athens. The later periods will inevitably concentrate 
our attention more and more upon Athens. 


IONIA 

It was long thought that it was among the Ionian Greeks 
that Greek civilization first began to recover from the Dark 
Age; that it was lonians who first began to explore the seas, to 
found colonies, to develop the arts, to live that full and free life 
which became characteristically Greek. In Ionia the old Min- 
oan culture lingered, and in Ionia there was more direct con¬ 
tact with die older civilizations of the East. That view is now 
seriously challenged (notably by R. M. Cook, Journal of Hel¬ 
lenic Studies, 1946). The evidence is admittedly scanty and un¬ 
certain, but it seems fairly clear that European Greece took the 
lead in colonizing, and that eastern influence worked upon the 
Greeks of the mainland at least as early as upon the lonians. 
Homer, the first great poet, was an Ionian - but it was in 
Attica thawase-painting first revived. 

Nevertheless, what we know of Ionia in this early period 
does suggest to our minds something more ‘modern than 
what we know of die culture of the mainland, and i t is un¬ 
questionable that the great intellectual movement which wc 
shall discuss later began in Ionia. This feeling of‘modernity* 
may well be an effect of the Ionian character and temperament 
rather than a more advanced state of civilization, for the Ionian 
was much more of an individualist than the European Greek. 
For example, there is a pleasant story about die lonians in 
Herodotus. It is not necessarily true, for Herodotus, being a 
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native of Carian Halicarnassus, was a neighbour of die Ionians, 
and therefore, by the almost universal Law of Neighbours, 
prejudiced against them. Nevertheless, it is clearly a tale which 
lie expected to win credence among the other Greeks. It befell 
the Ionians to be conquered by Cyrus the Great of Persia at 
about 550, and to rise in revolt soon after 500. An Ionian fleet 
was assembled at the small island of Lade, and the commander 
of the detachment from Phocaea (according to Herodotus) 
made a typically Hellenic speech, in which diffidence is not 
prominent. ‘Things have come to a crisis, gentlemen. Either 
we shall be free men, or slaves - and runaway slaves at that. 
Now, if you are willing to accept hardships for a time, you 
can defeat the enemy and win your freedom, but if you persist 
in laziness and indiscipline I am afraid you will pay heavily for 
your revolt. Listen to me, and entrust yourselves to me, for I 
undertake that if the gods do not favour the enemy we shall 
have the better of them/ ‘Hearing this/ says Herodotus, ‘the 
Ionians entrusted themselves to Dionysius/ He put the ships to 
sea by day, exercising the oarsmen in manoeuvres, and keeping 
the marines in their heavy armour - and the Greek sun is hot. 
The Ionians, not accustomed to this, put up with it for seven 
days, but then they said to each other, ‘What god have we 
offended that we are visited with this punishment? Have we 
gone clean out of our minds, that we have handed ourselves 
over to a vainglorious fool from Phocaea - a place which can 
contribute only three ships? And he takes us and tortures us un¬ 
bearably. Half of us are already sick, and the rest expect to be, 
soon. No slavery can be worse than this. Come, let us put up 
with it no longer/ Nor did they (says Herodotus), but instead 
of labouring on shipboard they passed the days more pleasantly 
on shore, in their tents - with the inevitable result. 

A malicious story, but malicious exaggeration must have 
something to work on: and the Ionians did strike the other 
Greeks as somewhat lacking in seriousness and discipline. They 
did in fact make a brave show against Persia, and although 
their separate cities did not maintain the political cohesion that 
would nave saved them, not many Greeks could safely make 
this a matter of reproach to them. 
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A passage in the ‘Homeric’ Hymn to Apollo gives an Ionian 
impression of Ionia: 

But it is in, Delos that thou, Apollo, takest most delight, the holy 
island in which .the Ionians in their trailing robes gather together with 
their children and dieir modest wives: and they give thee pleasure as 
they busy themselves with boxing, dancing and song when the day of 
the festival comes. 

And if a man came upon the Ionians as they were gathered together, 
he would say that they were exempt from old age and death, such 
grace would he sec in all; and he would rejoice when he looked upon 
the men and the women in their lovely clothes, and upon their swift 
ships and their great possession. 

Grace and charm are the marks of Ionian art, as strength and 
beauty are of the Dorian. To appreciate this, one has only to 
compare Ionian architecture with Dorian: die general light¬ 
ness of the Ionic style, set off by the charming volutes of the 
Ionic capital, makes a striking contrast. In sculpture, while 
Dorians and Ionians alike were striving to express the ideal 
Athlete, die Ionians were delighting also in the problems set by 
the carving of robed figures, trying, very successfully, to repre¬ 
sent in stone the different textures of flesh, wool and linen. 
There is a delicate sensuousness in Ionian work which Dorian 
does not show. Their festivals too were less austere: music and 
poetry were more prominent in them. In general, Ionia makes 
a very lively and a very gay impression, with a suggestion - no 
more - of an Oriental or at least a southern softness. It is no 
surprise to find Plato, in the fourth century, rejecting the 
Ionian modes in music and rhythm as voluptuous and enervat¬ 
ing - though we must remember that Plato rejected much that 
is good. 

The sixth century was the great age of lyric poetry, and the 
personal lyric came almost exclusively from Ionia - if we may 
use die name, for once, in a loose geographical sense, to include 
the poets of Aeolian Lesbos, of whom Sappho is the great glory. 
Of all diis lyric poetry we have only miserable remnants. We 
have enough of Sappho (some quoted by later writers, some 
discovered recently in die sand of Egypt) to see for ourselves 
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what a passionate and breath-taking poetess she was, but not 
enough of Archilochus (an Ionian) to understand why the 
ancients put him next to Homer. 

I was in love with you once, Atthis, long ago - 

This verse, beautiful in Sappho's Aeolic Greek, has survived 
because in the second century a.d. it was quoted by Hephaes- 
tion, a metrician - and a singularly stupid one too. 

When you are dead you will he in your grave, forgotten for ever 

Because you despise the flowers of the Muse; in Hades - as here - 

Dimly your shadow will flit with the rest, uimoticed, obscure. 

These savage lines are quoted in a moral essay by Plutarch, 
and he adds that Sappho wrote them ‘against a certain rich 
lady*. Something similar seems to have been the context of 
another contemptuous fragment (this one cited in a commen¬ 
tary on Pindar): ‘In these women the spirit has grown cold: 
their wings have failed.' 

Sappho's most famous ode is the passionate love-poem very 
successfully turned into Latin by Catullus - the only Latin poet 
who could have done it at all: but love and hate are not her 
only themes: 

The stars around the lovely moon 
Veil again dieir shining beauty 
When the moon grows full and blazes 
Down on all the earth. 

The true Ionian poets, so far as we know them, do not write 
with the intensity of Aeolic Sappho, but they resemble her, 
and are unlike their contemporaries in Sparta and Athens, in 
writing on themes winch interest them as individuals. Their 
poetry is rarely ‘political', like the poetry of Tyrtaeus and 
Solon. Archilochus was renowned for his biting personal 
satire; Anacreon sang gaily of love and wine, or sadly about 
the coming of old age. The Ionian poet Pythermus survives in 
one verse only: 

There’s nothing else diat matters - only money - 
so like Belloc's verse: 

But money gives me pleasure all the time. 
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Another typical fragment is: 

I hate a woman tliick about the ankles. 

The talc is well-known of the Spartan who said to her son as 
he was going out to battle, ‘Come back with your shield - or 
on if: for to throw away one’s shield was the ultimate disgrace. 
But Archilochus could write, cheerfully - setting a literary 
fashion which Horace followed more than five hundred years 
later: 

Some lucky Thracian has my noble shield: 

1 had to run; I dropped it in a wood. 

But I got clear away, thank God! So hang 

The shield! Fll got another, just as good. 

There is something very attractive about Ionian life. 


SPARTA 

If a scholar found, in a fragment purporting to be of some 
Dorian poet, the verse ‘I hate a woman thick about the 
ankles’, he would at once assume that something was wrong. 
No doubt the Spartan had his opinions about women’s ankles, 
but they did not write like this in the Peloponnese: the Dorians 
were both more grave and less individualist. While the Ionian 
and die Aeolian poets were freely writing about their own 
loves and hates, Tyrtacus in Sparta was passionately urging his 
fellow-citizens to rise to the very heights of heroism against 
their foes in Messenia, and Aleman was composing grave 
though charming choral hymns to be performed by the Spar¬ 
tan girls at their festivals. While Ionian philosophers were 
finding new and exciting paths of thought, guided only by 
their own individual command of reason, the Dorians re¬ 
mained massively traditional in their ideas and their oudook. 
While the architects and sculptors of Ionia were seeking ele¬ 
gance and variety, those of die Peloponnese were striving for 
perfection within the narrow range of a few severe types. 
Ionian and Dorian represent in a very pure form two opposing 
conceptions of life - the dynamic and the static, the individualist 
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and the communal, the centrifugal and the centripetal - 
which we can see today by looking West and then East. In 
Athens, for a time, these opposites were to find the reconcilia¬ 
tion which they needed; hence the perfection of Attic culture 
in the age of Pericles. 

As Attic sculpture and architecture combined Dorian auster¬ 
ity with Ionian grace, as Athenian drama made a harmonious 
and organic combination of the communal choral hymn and 
the art of the actor, so for a short time Athenian life was able 
to combine Ionian liberty and individual brilliance with a 
Dorian sense of discipline and cohesion. But in the early 
classical period this reconciliation was still distant. 

The culture and the political history of the Peloponnese - 
the chief though not the only home of the Dorians - were 
both dominated by Sparta, and Sparta is not easy to appraise. 
Sparta is a city of strange contradictions, not easily to be 
grasped by the modern mind: and her early history is obscure, 
richer in legends than in facts, and of the apparent facts many 
are due to the hypothetical reconstructions of later philo¬ 
sophers: for it is one of the many paradoxes of Sparta that this 
city, which proved among Greek cities conspicuously barren 
in things of the mind, had a perpetual fascination for Greek 
philosophers. 

We have seen how the invading Dorians took possession of 
most of the Peloponnese, and how the Spartans firmly planted 
themselves, a dominant and an aloof minority, in one of die 
two most southerly and fertile valleys of the mainland of 
Europe. It would be very gratifying if wc could now write, 
‘In the course of a few centuries this hardy mountain-race, 
overcome by heat and luxury, sank into an almost Oriental 
lethargy* - but this did not happen; quite the contrary. When 
Sparta dwindled and fell it was not from lack of energy but 
from lack of citizens and of ideas, and for diis she herself was 
responsible. 

The critical events in Spartan history were two: of neither 
do we know very much. The first was the resolve to hold 
aloof from the conquered population, and of that we know 
nothing beyond the bare fact, though we can see that it was a 
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natural consequence of what we can see in all their history, 
their acute feeling that they were a closely-knit community. 
It must have been as a highly-organized and self-conscious 
group that they conquered the valley of the swift Eurotas: 
such they remained: they were not individuals willing to ac¬ 
commodate themselves to an existing pattern of life, but a 
community bringing their own pattern with them and deter¬ 
mined to preserve it. Society in Lacedaemon therefore became 
stratified in an uncommon way (though there was a parallel in 
Thessaly): there were the ‘Spartiatcs*, the only true Spartans, 
on the top; the Perioikoi (‘Neighbours*) below them - a class 
that was free, but with no political rights; and at the bottom 
the Helots , not personal slaves of the Spartans, but serfs of the 
Spartan community, most of them working on the land, and 
contributing half its produce to the citizens to whom they 
were severally assigned. 

Of the second critical event we know a little more, but not 
very much. As we have seen, the normal relief of over-popula¬ 
tion was the sending out of a colony. Sparta too sent out 
colonies-Taren turn was one-but not very many. Her remedy 
for land-hunger was much more drastic: she conquered her 
western neighbour Messenia, annexed the territory, and re¬ 
duced the inhabitants to serfdom. Such annexation was ex¬ 
tremely rare in Greece, for the obvious reason that it was im¬ 
possible to exploit a neighbour’s territory without a standing 
army to hold it, and Sparta was the only state which had a 
standing army - its citizen-class supported by the labour of the 
Helots. The task of holding Messenia was almost too much for 
Sparta. A generation or two after the conquest, that is to say 
towards the end of the eighth century, the Messenians revolted 
and the revolt was obviously a desperate affair; it was appar¬ 
ently something like twenty years before it was finally stamped 
out, and the exhortations of Tyrtaeus show what efforts Sparta 
had to make. 

This enslavement of Messenia made the Spartiates more than 
ever a minority in their own country, and a threatened minor¬ 
ity at that. It may have been the Messenian revolt that induced 
the Spartans to adopt the famous institutions of Lycurgus. 
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About Lycurgus nothing is known, not even whether he was 
fact or fiction (J. B. Bury, a determined ‘rationalist’, remarked 
about him, characteristically, ‘He was not a man: only a god’). 
Many of these Institutions were demonstrably much older, but 
at least wc can see that a considerable change came over Spar¬ 
tan life at about this time. It is now, at the end of the seventh 
century, that all the grace and charm disappears from Spartan 
life, and the city begins to present its familiar barrack-like ap¬ 
pearance. ‘Lycurgus* met the situation with an impeccable 
logic: the citizen-body was organized for what it was, a domi¬ 
nant minority holding down and exploiting a vastly more 
numerous population of active and dangerous serfs. 

The Spartiate was forbidden to engage in agriculture, trade 
or professional work: he must be a professional soldier. He had 
his farm, worked for him by helots, he dined in public ‘messes’, 
to which lie contributed his share from his farm: if he failed to 
contribute, he ceased for the time being to be a full citizen. 
Family life was severely limited. Babies adjudged weak were 
done away with; boys lived with their mothers until they were 
7; from 7 to 30 they received the appropriate kind of public 
military instruction and exercise. Girls too were given a careful 
physical training. 

They had games, the girls wearing so little that even Greeks 
were shocked. Of formal intellectual education there was none, 
though great stress was laid on modesty of demeanour, as well, 
naturally, as on the virtue of obedience and courage. The 
helots were kept down ruthlessly: a secret police was charged 
with the task of killing any who threatened to become 
dangerous. 

But ‘Lycurgus’ did not aim only at making the citizen-body 
an efficient fighting-machine always in readiness. He took extra¬ 
ordinary pains to make it self-sufficient and immobile. Trade 
was discouraged, foreign visitors were admitted only grudg¬ 
ingly, and from time to time summarily expelled: foreign 
ideas must at all costs be kept out. (A contemporary parallel 
may suggest itself to the unenlightened.) When Athens had an 
intelligently controlled currency, accepted everywhere, even 
in distant Gaul, and besides this a quite serviceable banking 
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system, Sparta was still, of set purpose, using an ancient and 
clumsy iron currency - though the compulsory use of iron at 
home did not blind Spartans abroad to the superior attractions 
of gold. 

The political constitution too sounds just as preposterous. 
There were two kings - reminiscent of the two equal consuls 
of the Roman Republic. The origin was probably different, 
but the desired effect was the same: in each case the duality was 
a check on autocracy. At home the kings were overshadowed 
by the Ephors (‘Overseers’), five annual magistrates chosen 
more or less by ballot: but a Spartan army abroad was always 
commanded by one of the kings, who then had absolute 
powers. There was also a Senate, and there was an Assembly of 
all Spartans, but the Assembly could not debate, and it ex¬ 
pressed its decisions - to the amusement of other Greeks - not 
by voting but by shouting: the loudest shout carried the day. 
It was a constitution which baffled the later Greek theorists, 
accustomed as they were to classify everything in heaven and 
earth: they did not know whether to call it a monarchy, an 
aristocracy, an oligarchy or a democracy. It was a constitution 
arrived at by abolishing nothing old (the kings, for instance), 
and developing nothing new to its logical conclusion. 

The historian is only doing his duty when he points out that 
this bleak and negative way of life was forced on the Spartans 
by their resolve to live on the labour of the helots; that its 
rigidity proved in the end morally, intellectually and economi¬ 
cally ruinous; and that the life to which it condemned the 
helots must have been dismal ~ even though we may suspect 
that history, as usual, has diligently recorded the dismal and 
forgotten the rest. But if the historian stops there he has not 
done all his duty. In spite of die helots, and in spite of diis 
rigidity and barrenness, Sparta, at least down to the Pelopon¬ 
nesian War, is singularly impressive, and there were Greeks in 



For it is important to realize that this life was, to the Spartan, 
an ideal. I have spoken (in order to be up to date) of the 
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‘exploitation’ of the helots. If the modem term had its modern 
connotation, it would mean that the Spartan citizens lived in 
some degree of comfort on the produce of helot labour: in 
fact, their life was so austere that a modem, given the choice, 
might well prefer to live as a helot rather than as a citizen. 
Stories about Sparta and Spartans were innumerable, many of 
them, admittedly, recorded by philo-Spartan writers, but 
those that deal with the Spartan way of life all point in one 
direction. A Sybarite, entertained at the public mess at Sparta, 
remarked ‘Now I understand why Spartans do not fear death!* 
Another visitor, faced with a Spartan black broth, said, ‘You 
need a swim in the Eurotas before you can eat this*. King 
Agesilaus, asked what was the greatest benefit conferred on the 
Spartans by Lycurgus* laws, replied, ‘Contempt of pleasure*. 
Diogenes the Cynic, being at Olympia, saw some young men 
from Rhodes wearing very fine clothes, and ejaculated 
‘Affectation!* Then he saw some Spartans dressed shabbily, 
and said, ‘More affectation P 

That many an individual Spartan did not live up to his city’s 
ideal is a phenomenon that we can understand readily enough, 
but Sparta did have an ideal, and a very exacting one: one 
which gave a meaning to his life, and could make him proud 
of being a Spartan. The personal heroism of Spartan soldiers, 
and Spartan women too, is both legend and fact. We can be 
less certain of Spartan behaviour in ordinary life, because so 
few other Greeks knew Sparta well enough to report on it, but 
the following story from Plutarch is typical. An old man 
wandered about at the Olympic games looking for a seat, and 
was jeered at by the crowd. But when he came to the place 
where the Spartans were sitting, every young man and many 
of the older ones got up to offer him a place. The crowd 
applauded the Spartans, whereupon die old man said with a 
sigh, ‘All Greeks know what is right, but only the Spartans do it*. 

In fact, what impressed the Greeks, even those who disliked 
the Spartan state, was the fact that they had imposed on their 
lives a certain form, or pattern, and renounced so much for it. 
That this pattern was to a great extent imposed on them from 
without, by die Helot danger, is true, but it is also true that 
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they converted the involuntary into a voluntary compulsion. 
In history one must be on one’s guard against seeing the obvious 
and missing the significant, and the significant thing here is 
that the Laws of Lycurgus aimed not merely at the subjection 
of the helots to the Spartan state but at the creation of the ideal 
citizen. It was a narrow ideal, but for all that it was an ideal. 

The Greeks admired this: the laws of Sparta did so thorough¬ 
ly what the Greek thought was the highest function of law. 
Our own conception of Law is so completely Roman that we 
find it hard to think of Law as a creative, formative agent, but 
this was the normal Greek conception. The Romans thought of 
law at first in a purely practical way: it regulated relations 
between people and their affairs, and was itself a codification of 
practice. Not until Roman lawyers came under Greek in¬ 
fluence did they begin to deduce from their laws general 
principles of Law, and to extend these in the light of philo¬ 
sophical principles. But the Greek thought of the collective 
laws, the notnoi, of his polis as a moral and creative power. 
They were designed not only to secure justice in the individual 
case, but also to inculcate Justice: this is one reason why the 
young Athenian, during his two years with the colours, was 
instructed in the nomoi - which are the basic laws of the state, 
to be distinguished from specific enactments regulating such 
things as putting lights on motor-cars: these were only 
psephismata or ‘things voted*. The Greeks had no doctrinal 
religion or church; they did not even have what we think is a 
satisfactory substitute, a Minister of Education; the polis in¬ 
structed the citizens in their moral and social duties through 
the Laws. 

Therefore Sparta was admired for her Eunomia, her ‘state of 
being well-lawcd’, because - whether you liked her ideal or 
not - she did through her laws and institutions train her 
citizens in this ideal with unusual completeness: she did train 
citizens selflessly devoted to the common good: and if in con¬ 
spicuous instances she failed, the fault lay perhaps in the im¬ 
perfections of human nature rather than of the laws. She was 
praised because she had not changed her laws for centuries - or 
was supposed not to have changed them. This, to us, seems 
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childish - but if anything Greek seems childish, we should do 
well to look again. We think it axiomatic that laws should 
change with changing circumstances: the Greek perhaps was 
not quite so humble as we arc in the face of circumstances - he 
had less reason to be, in his more static world. He had, in vary¬ 
ing degrees, the idea of imposing a pattern on life rather than 
of accommodating himself to the pattern of life. Sparta did 
that - so it was believed - when it accepted the Laws of 
Lycurgus, which Delphi had approved. Why then change the 
pattern? We do not sinile when we hear that the dogmas of the 
Church have not changed for centuries. The Laws of Lycurgus 
were, to the Spartans, a pattern of ‘Virtue', that is to say of 
arete, of human excellence regarded strictly from within the 
citizen-body. It was a narrower conception of‘virtue’ than the 
Athenian, and it offends modern humanitarians almost as much 
as its demands would scare them, but though cruel in sorne 
aspects and brutal in others, it has a heroic quality. No one can 
say that Sparta was vulgar. Nor would a Spartan have ad¬ 
mitted that Sparta was artistically barren. Art, poiesis , is 
creation, and Sparta created not things in words or stone, but 
men. 


ATHENS 

The Athenians occupied a territory, Attica, which is slightly 
smaller than Gloucestershire, and in their greatest period were 
about as numerous as the inhabitants of Bristol - perhaps 
rather less. Such was the size of the state which, within two 
centuries and a half, gave birth to Solon, Pisistratus, Themi- 
stocles, Aristeides and Pericles among statesmen, to Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes and Menander among 
dramatists, to Thucydides, the most impressive of all his¬ 
torians, and to Demosthenes, the most impressive of orators, 
to Mnesicles and Ictinus, architects of the Acropolis, and to 
Phidias and Praxiteles the sculptors, to Phormio, one of the 
most brilliant of naval commanders, to Socrates and to Plato 
| - and tills list takes no account of mere men of talent. During 
| the same period she beat off Persia, with the sole aid of 1,000 
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Plataeans, at Marathon; did more than the rest of Greece to¬ 
gether to win the still more critical victory of Salamis; and 
built up the only truly Greek empire that ever existed. For 
a considerable part of this period the exquisitely designed and 
painted Athenian vases were sought and prized all over the 
Mediterranean and in Central Europe, and - perhaps the most 
remarkable thing of all - the popular entertainment, that which 
corresponds to our cinema, was the loftiest and most un¬ 
compromising drama which has ever existed. This fact is one 
quite outside our own experience, so much so that even a 
modern historian of Greece has opined that the ordinary 
Athenian would have welcomed something worse had it been 
available. But this is quite inadmissible. We do not hear that 
the ordinary citizen came to the theatre late in the day, when 
the tragedies were over and the farcical satyric play was about 
to begin. On the contrary, the comedies of Aristophanes al¬ 
ways assume that a close parody of Euripides or Aeschylus will 
set the theatre in a roar of laughter. If the ordinary Athenian 
had wanted something more ‘popular*, he could have had it: 
he was in complete and direct control. In short, the contribution 
made to Greek and European culture by this one city is quite 
astonishing, and, unless our standards of civilization are com¬ 
fort and contraptions, Athens from (say) 480 to 380 was clearly 
the most civilized society that has yet existed. 

Achievement of this quality and this range obviously be¬ 
tokens a people unusually rich in natural genius, but it implies 
something else just as important, namely those conditions 
of life which enabled this natural genius to develop and fully 
to express itself. Therefore in this and the next two chapters we 
shall trace in some detail die development of the Athenian polis. 
The flowering of Athenian culture in the fifth century is often 
called a ‘miracle*. Similarly, certain diseases were called 
'miraculous* or ‘god-sent* - in common Greek parlance - but 
one of the Greek medical writers very sensibly declares that no 
disease is exceptional, all being equally natural and equally 
'god-sent*. It shall be our aim to imitate this eminently scientific 
doctor, and to show, if we can, that the achievement of Peri- 
clean Athens is just as miraculous, and just as natural, as that of 
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any other time and place. In this chapter our task will be to 
watch the development of Athens during the early classical 
period. 

We have seen that Athenian legend asserted that the 
Athenian people was indigenous to Attica, and the traditional 
list of Athenian kings - for what it is worth, which is some¬ 
thing, at least - would take us back to perhaps the fourteenth 
century. That there was a Mycenean town at Athens is now 
known, but Athens has no prominent place in the Iliad: it was 
the later political union of die dozen small poleis in Attica which 
led the way to Athenian greatness. It is interesting to note that 
when pottery begins to revive from the degeneracy of the 
latest Mycenean times and the feeble provincialism of the 
Dark Age, it is in Athens that the revival begins, at about 900. 
The ‘Dipyloif vases (so called from the Dipylon gate, near 
which they were found) are decorated in the geometric style 
of the Mycenean period, but suddenly power has returned: the 
meaningless ornamentation of the decadence is abandoned. It 
seems that Attica, less disturbed than other places by die Dorian 
commotion, first resumed contact with die ancient culture. 

From say 900 to 600, when Sparta was asserting her primacy 
in the Pelopomiese, and becoming die acknowledged leader of 
the Hellenic race, Athens was a second- or even third-class 
power. It must have been during this period that some states¬ 
man of genius proposed and carried through die union of 
Attica - the first of the major political achievements of this 
people. For the Adienians undoubtedly had a genius for 
statesmanship. To compare die Romans widi the Adienians in 
this respect is quite absurd. The Romans had many gifts, but 
statesmanship was not one of them. No major reform was 
ever carried dirough in Rome without civil war: the achieve¬ 
ment of die Republic was to fill Rome with a pauperized 
rabble, to ruin Italy and provoke slave-revolts, and to govern 
die empire - or at least its richer parts - with an open personal 
rapacity that an Oriental monarch would not have tolerated: 
while the achievement of die Empire was to accept the fact 
that political life was impossible, and to create, in its place, a 
machine. I know that the Adienian Empire lasted for fifty years 
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and the Roman for five hundred, but the possession of an 
Empire is not necessarily a sign of political success, and in any 
case I am speaking of genius, not success. In the intervals of 
creating sheer chaos, die Roman state did much to organize and 
protect the lives of its members: we must not forget that in the 
first century a.d. the European-Mediterranean world was more 
peaceful and conveniently organized than at any other time, 
ancient or modem. But never did the Roman state, as such, 
transfigure the life of its members as the Athenian polis did 
during the sixth, fifth and fourth centuries, and even later. If a 
political system can do this, one is surely entitled to attribute 
political genius to the people who invented it - though one 
should be careful not to pretend that the system was ideal; and 
the most important manifestation of that genius was, I think, 
the general disposition of the Athenians to deal with social 
troubles as reasonable people, acting together, not, like chil¬ 
dren or fanatics, by violence. Time after time we see them doing 
this: the privileged class is open to argument, and - on the 
whole - loyally accepts the verdict. There was, in the Athenian 
life, a pervading sense of the common interest, To koinon, 
which was as rare in ancient Greece as it is in modem Greece 
and indeed modem Europe. 

It is reasonable to cite the Union of Attica as the first mani¬ 
festation of this. Thucydides gives die traditional account of it, 
certainly inaccurate in one important particular: he is des¬ 
cribing how, on the outbreak of the war, the people of Attica 
had to take refuge within the Athens-Piraeus fortifications: 

They proceeded to bring in from the country their wives and 
children, and all the furniture they had, pulling down even the wood¬ 
work of their houses. The cattle and sheep they sent over to Euboea 
and the adjacent islands. But they made this removal with reluctance, 
because the greater part had always been accustomed to live in the 
country. This had always been the case with the Athenians more than 
with others. Under Cecrops and the first Kings down to Theseus, 
Attica had always been inhabited in independent communities, each 
with its Town hall and magistrates. Except in times of danger they did 
not consult with the King, but each community conducted its own 
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affairs, and occasionally even made war on die King. But when 
Theseus became King, a man both powerful and wise, he reorganized 
Attica in various ways: and one of his acts was to abolish die councils 
and magistracies of die other cities, and to unite them all widi Adieus, 
assigning to them one town hall and one council-chamber. While 
they all enjoyed their property as before, they became members of this 
one city only, ... And from diat time even to this the Athenians cele¬ 
brate, at the public expense, a festival to the goddess Synoccia. 1 

Thucydides’ error is of course the date: the ascription to 
Theseus would put this event before the Trojan War. Other¬ 
wise the tradition is credible enough. We fuid the monarchy 
in dissolution, quite helpless against die powerful heads of 
noble families (or clans), who have split an old monarchy of 
the Achaean life into small poleis, each polls com prising several 
‘clans’. (These local clan-groups continued to be a nuisance 
until they were ended by Cleisthenes at about 500 B.C.) In 
Attica, and almost only in Attica, there was enough common- 
sense to see that this was a foolish system, agreeable though it 
was to the Greek. It must have been ended by a combined 
effort of statesmanship, not by wise and powerful Theseus, for 
by now die monarchy existed only in name - as indeed the 
tradition itself makes quite clear. 

The next thing that we hear of is that the code of Lfw was 
published, in 621 B.C., by a certain Draco. Law had been an 
affair of tradition and custom, and the noble class which had 
succeeded the monarchy were both the guardians and the 
administrators of this traditional law. Hesiod had already 
written savagely of ‘princes who devour bribes and give 
| crooked decisions’, ana in Attica things were obviously com- 
| ing to a head. Patriarchal chiefs in Scotland became grasping 
I landlords: something similar was happening in Attica, ana the 
j victims protested. No doubt the union of Attica made them 

I more conscious both of their power and of their wrongs: at 
all events, the traditional law was published, in all its harshness. 
This at least gave some protection against arbitrary oppression. 

1. The goddess Synoccia (‘Union of Houses’) was invented for the occasion 
or inferred from the occasion. The festival would be more than an annual 
beano; it was a solemn recognition and acceptance by all of the act of union. 
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But it was not enough. Many a small farmer, failing to pay 
liis way, had first of all mortgaged his land to the wealthy 
noble, then, being unable to meet his dues, had been enslaved 
by him, and even sold abroad. There was a general demand for 
the cancellation of debts, the freeing of the enslaved, and the 
redistribution of the land. The discontents of the time made a 
great impression on one Athenian, a merchant, a man who had 
travelled, was something of a philosopher, something of a 
statesman and a considerable poet. Tins was Solon. Solon, 
though he has been called the greatest economist of antiquity, 
did not really know much about Political Economy, for to his 
simple mind it seemed that the source of the trouble was not the 
System, but Greed and Injustice. He said so, very eloquently, 
in his poems. The result was remarkable. In the simple and 
direct fashion which these small states could use, the opposing 
factions agreed to give Solon the powers of a dictator for the 
time necessary to settle the present discontents. 

Many Greek states, when they got to this point, did nothing, 
until the dissatisfied class revenged itself with revolution and 
confiscation, with the natural result that revolution and counter¬ 
revolution were their lot until the end. Solon would have 
nothing to do with this. He put an end, once and for all, to 
enslavement for debt: he reduced debts, put a limit on the 
size of estates, and restored lands that had been lost by 
die debtors, restored to Attica those who had been sold 
abroad. But his great service to the economy of Attica was to 
put her agriculture on a new foundation. Part of the trouble 
had been purely economic, a result of the introduction of 
coinage, but the major cause was that Attica was not by nature 
self-sufficient: most of her soil was too thin to bear com. On 
the other hand, it was well suited to the olive and the vine. 
Solon therefore encouraged specialization: he promoted the 
production and export of olive-oil, and encouraged industry; 
foreign craftsmen were encouraged by the promise of Athenian 
citizenship to settle in Attica, and he ordained that every father 
must teach his son a trade - a point to be remembered by those 
who have been persuaded that the Greek was a natural aristo¬ 
crat who despised work. An immediate result of this was the 
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growth of the craft and art of the Athenian potter, whose 
skill and taste very soon gave them a monopoly of those 
magnificent Greek vases which went all over the Mediter¬ 
ranean world and even into Central Europe. 

With the economic problem went, naturally, a political one. 
Athens was governed by annual archons (‘rulers*), elected from 
among certain noble families by the Assembly of all citizens 
who had a certain property-qualification, and these archons, 
after their year of office, became members of the ancient 
Council of the Areopagus (‘Mars’ Hill’). These aristocratic 
archons were, from a historical point of view, the ancient 
monarchy put into commission, and the Council which they 
joined became like the very similar Roman Senate, a close and 
powerful corporation. With the old Council Solon did not 
tamper, but he abolished the birth-qualification and substituted 
a property-qualification. Thus the new trading-class could 
aspire to the highest offices, and in time the character of the 
Council would change. All citizens were admitted to the 
Assembly, and its powers were increased in ways not very 
clear, but at least the Assembly was now significant enough 
to be given an elective council of 400 - a sort of executive 
committee - to prepare its business. 

Having done all this, Solon laid down his extraordinary 
office, and tactfully went on his travels. 

It would be eminently satisfactory if one could now say 
‘Solon was scarcely out of the country before the full fury of the 
storm broke. The poor were enraged that they had been given 
so little, the nobles because they had been forced to concede 
so much. The two factions had in common only a fierce hatred 
of Solon, but this was not enough to prevent insurrections 
from breaking out all over Attica.* We should be on familiar 
ground, and should have the comfortable feeling that these 
Athenians were, after all, exactly like everybody else. But this 
did not happen. The Marxian Laws, for one thing, had not 
yet been passed; and for another thing, the Athenians had some 
idea that the common good was more important than party 
advantage - being perhaps in this respect, if in no other, 
something like the British race. 
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On the other hand, Attic history is no fairy-tale, and Solon 
had not waved any magic wand. Political unrest did break out 
again, and this time it produced in Athens what it produced in 
many other Greek cities at about this time - a tyrant. 

Pisistratus was a tyrant of the normal type. The technique 
and the policy of the Greek tyrant was very similar to those 
of our own time. The personal bodyguard, die Reichstag fire, 
the Berlin Olympic Games, die draining of the Pontine Marsh, 
die clearing-up of the Forum - all these things have dieir close 
parallels in the story of Pisistratus and of other Greek tyrants. 
But there is a very important difference. The Greek tyrants 
were almost always aristocrats and civilized men. So far were 
they from being the rabid anti-intellectual vulgarians whom 
we have known, that several of them found a place in the 
later canon of the Seven Wise Men. Pisistratus was a good 
example of the tyrant. 

Herodotus (who wrote rather more than a century later) 
describes his advent in this way. Hippocrates, an Athenian 
noble, who was at the Olympic games as a spectator, had pre¬ 
pared a sacrifice. He put the flesh into a cauldron of water, 
which immediately boiled over, though he had not yet put it 
on die fire. Chi Ion of Sparta - one of the Seven Wise Men - 
interpreting the prodigy advised Hippocrates never to have a 
son: but Hippocrates did beget a son - and he was Pisistratus. 
Now, a quarrel took place in Attica between those who 
lived on the coast, led by Megacles, and those of the city, led by 
a certain Lycurgus. (Other authorities speak of the parties of 
the Coast and the Plain. This may imply some clash of interests 
between commercialists and landowners; but it is possible to 
rationalize Greek politics too far: purely local and personal 
quarrels have always been pursued with great zeal by the 
Greeks.) Pisistratus, aiming at supreme power, formed a third 
party. Assembling his partisans under pretext of protecting the 
inen of the hills (who would be the poorer rural class) he con¬ 
trived this device. He inflicted wounds on himself and his 
mules, drove his chariot into the Square as if escaping from 
enemies without, and asked for a bodyguard. As he was an 
illustrious citizen, having among- other things captured Nisaea 
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from the Megarians, the Athenians allowed him to select 
certain citizens, to be armed not with spears but with clubs. 
With these he seized the Acropolis and the government, inter¬ 
fering, however, neither with the existing magistrates nor with 
the laws, and administering the city well. 

This brought to their senses those noble rivals Megacles and 
Lycurgus. They came to terms, and drove Pisistratus out. 
Having done this they started quarrelling again, until Megacles 
offered Pisistratus (now in exile) his support if Pisistratus 
would marry his daughter. The bargain was struck, but the 
difficulty was to do the trick a second time. Herodotus thus 
relates the second stratagem - with some asperity. 

They contrived the most ridiculous scheme that, I imagine, was 
ever diought of, especially considering, first, that the Greeks have 
always been distinguished from the barbarians by dieir shrewdness 
and freedom from simple-minded folly: second, that this trick was 
played on the Athenians, who are held to be the most intelligent of the 
Greeks. There was a woman called Phye, 1 six feet high, all but two 
inches, and very beautiful too. They dressed her in a complete suit 
of armour, rehearsed her in die part she was to play, put her in a 
chariot, and drove into the city, where heralds (already sent there) 
proclaimed, ‘Men of Athens: give kind welcome to Pisistratus, whom 
Athena herself honours above all odicr men and is now conducting 
to her own citadel’. They spread this about the city, and the people, 
believing this woman to be die goddess, received Pisistratus - and also 
paid worship to a human being. 

The story may be true: let us not forget how seriously some 
of our newspapers treated the Angels of Mons. If this trick was 
played, we may be certain that Megacles and Pisistratus got 
much more amusement out of it than Herodotus did. 

This ingenious nobleman had to engineer yet another return 
- for he quarrelled with Megacles - before he was safely in the 
saddle: this time he used straightforward military methods, 
being helped by the negligence of his opponents and the ac¬ 
quiescence of the citizens. Nor did he stand any more nonsense 
from his fellow-nobles - though there was no blood-letting. 

I. Very suitably, since Phye is the Greek fdt ‘growth * or ‘stature*. 
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Many fled: from others he took sons as hostages, and deposited 
them in one of the islands of which he had control. This 
done, he settled down to twenty years of beneficent ad¬ 
ministration (546-527). He helped the poorer farmers in 
various ways, distributed land from confiscated estates, built an 
aqueduct to give Athens a much-needed water supply, and in 
general contributed both to the well-being of Attica and to the 
stability of his regime. But he was concerned also to increase the 
international reputation of Athens. Others tyrants had brilliant 
courts; Pisistratus would have one too. Enough remains of the 
sculpture and vase-painting of his time to show that these arts 
flourished with an extreme elegance and gaiety, and we know 
that he attracted the Ionian poets Simonides and Anacreon to 
his court, even as Hiero, tyrant of Syracuse, later attracted to 
his Simonides, Bacchylides, the grave Pindar and Aeschylus 
himself. He also built, as all tyrants do. His most majestic pro- 

{ *ect was a temple to Zeus Olympios; but the completion of this 
lad to wait for an even more powerful ruler, the Emperor 
Hadrian, the ruins of whose temple are still one of the im¬ 
pressive sights of Athens. 

So Pisistratus was raising Athens from a small country-town 
to a city of international importance: but another side of his 
cultural policy was more significant still. He reorganized some 
of the national festivals on a great scale. One was a festival of 
Dionysus, a nature-god (not by any means only the god of 
wine). In enlarging this festival, Pisistratus for the first time 
gave public status to a new art - tragic drama. Various forms 
of drama were endemic in Greece: there were dramatic dances, 
ritual performances in honour of Dionysus that were mimetic, 
character-mimes: in particular, the dithyrambic hymn and 
dance to Dionysus was becoming dramatic (so at least Aristotle 
says), with the Leader of the Chorus detaching himself and 
carrying on lyrical dialogue with the rest of the chorus. In 
Attica such a rudimentary drama had taken artistic shape, 
thanks very largely to one man, Thespis (of whom we know 
next to nothing); and Pisistratus gave it dignity by incorporat¬ 
ing it in his new festival. The first tragic contest took place’in 
534, and the prize was awarded to Thespis. Nothing better 
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expressed, or more ennobled, the spirit of the new Athens than 
this public drama - which we shall have occasion to speak of 
later. 

But Epic poetry as well as the new tragic drama was given 
public status by this enlightened ruler: recitals of Horner were 
incorporated in the great Panathenaic Festival, the ‘Festival of 
United Athens*. There is indeed a story, not traceable earlier 
than Cicero (five hundred years after Pisistratus), that he 
produced the first definite text of Homer. This is exceedingly 
improbable, but at least it reflects the impression that Pisistratus 
made on Greek cultural history. 

‘All this was something more than the mere gratification of 
a tyrant’s own aesthetic instincts. It was part of a policy which 
only a man of real vision could have conceived. Hitherto the 
appreciation of art and literature had been confined to a very 
narrow circle. The Athenian gentry were, in fact, the cultural 
heirs of the long-past Heroic age when the “sweet-voiced 
minstrels** of Homer’s poems were attached to the palaces and 
sang at the feasts of the great. Pisistratus* aim was to make 
available to the many what dll now had been the privilege of 
the few.* 1 

The word ‘tyrant* - not a Greek word, but a borrowing from 
Lydia - originally had none of the odious associations which it 
acquired and has kept, and the Greeks gratefully remembered 
what they owed to the Tyrants. Nevertheless, it was hard for 
the Greek not to be allowed to manage his own public affairs 
himself, and of course tyrannies degenerate .^Pisistratus, it is said, 
once rebuked one of his sons for insolent behaviour towards a 
citizen: ‘I never behave like that.* ‘Ah but you didn’t have a 
tyrant for a father.* ‘No, and if you behave like that, you won’t 
have a tyrant for a son!* Few tyrannies survived the third 
generation: this one ended in the second. The one son, Hip¬ 
parchus, was murdered in a private quarrel: the other, Hippias, 
suspected political motives - not unreasonably. His rule there¬ 
upon became more and more oppressive, until he was driven 
out by an exiled noble family, the Alcmaeonidae, with the 
help of Sparta and the general support of the Athenians. 

I. C. E. Robinson, Zito Hellas, p. 51 . 
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The tyranny, though its end was welcome, had done much 
for Athens. As Pisistratus had carefully preserved the forms of 
Solon's moderately democratic constitution, the Athenian 

a le were for a generation given a training, under wise 
ige, in managing their own affairs. And as it happened, 
after the fall of the tyranny tilings continued to go well for 
Athens. An aristocratic reaction might have been expected: 
indeed, a certain Isagoras tried to bring it about, widi armed 
help from Sparta. But there was another aristocratic group led 
by the third outstanding Athenian statesman of this century, 
Cleisthenes. He took the popular side, and the reaction failed. 

But Cleisthenes did much more than this. He carried through 
a complete reform of the constitution. The power of the noble 
families within the nominally centralized polis had come from 
the fact that for the election of archons the polis was divided 
into ‘tribes’, or groups of families, so that the acknowledged 
leader of any group was sure of election. The groups were 
proving themselves too strong for the safety of the polis. 
Cleisthenes dealt with this danger by inventing a preposterous 
paper-constitution which in fact worked perfectly. He created 
ten brand-new ‘tribes’ - all provided with ancestors - each 
composed of a roughly equal number of‘demes’ (or ‘parishes’), 
but not contiguous: that was the whole point. Cleisthenes 
divided Attica roughly into three areas: city, inland, coast: 
each of these new ‘tribes’ contained ‘parishes’ from each of 
these three divisions: each therefore was a cross section of the 
whole population,*and when it met to conduct its business its 
natural meeting-place was Athens - which of itself helped to 
unite the polis. Then since each tribe would contain farmers 
and hill-men, artisans and traders from Athens and the Piraeus, 
and men who lived in boats, local and family loyalties could 
do little in the election of archons: they could find expression 
only in the open Assembly, where they could be recognized 
for what they were. 

The fact that so artificial a system worked requires some 
explanation: it seems so childish, and the Athenians were so 
much the opposite. Among us such a system, would be damned 
from the start by the fact that it was so artificial, so ‘made-up’. 
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But the Greek had no objection to something new: the fact 
that it was a deliberate and logical creation of a human mind 
would be indeed a recommendation: we saw a few pages back 
that this was one of the reasons which made the Greeks admire 
the Spartan constitution. Then we must remember how the 
Greek, individualist though he was, liked to work in groups, 
partly because he wanted to take part in what was going on, 
partly because he loved rivalry. 

All these instincts were satisfied by Cleisthenes’ system. It 
was so obviously and so cleverly created to serve an immediate 
need, the integration of the polls. It left the Athenian his deme 
for the transaction of local affairs - one of the most important 
of these being the admission of new citizens, for the new-born 
child had to be accepted as legitimate by the members of the 
deme. Also, it gave him a wider loyalty within the polls: not 
only did the citizen vote by ‘tribes’, but he fought too by 
‘tribes’, so that this new creation was also his Regiment: and 
as the dramatic contests too went by tribes, it directed to a 
purposeful, creative end his passion for rivalry. 

But this alteration of the political foundations went with an 
alteration in the superstructure too. Solon’s reforms gave 
every citizen some part to play in the state, though to die poorer 
classes a very restricted one. The aristocratic Cleisthenes con¬ 
tinued and nearly completed what Solon had begun. The 
powers of the Council of the Areopagus were greatly reduced. 
The Assembly of all citizens was made the sole and the final 
legislative body, and the magistrates were made responsible to 
it or to panels of the Assembly sitting as judicial bodies. It 
remaineef only for the next generation to abolish the last of the 
property qualifications, ana to take the final and apparendy 
preposterous step of choosing archons by lot: dien the Athenian 
polity was as democratic as the ingenuity of man could make it. 

Such, in very brief outline, were the events which trans¬ 
formed Athens, in less than a century, from a second-rate polis, 
tom with economic and political strife, into a flourishing 
city with a new unity, a new purpose and a new confidence. 
Sparta had found one ideal, Athens another. 

I have said so much about sixth-century Athens because it 
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alone makes fifth-century Athens intelligible* A high culture 
must, historically speaking, originate with an aristocratic class, 
because this alone has the time and energy to create it. If it 
remains for too long the preserve of the aristocrat, it becomes 
first elaborate and then silly, just as, in political history, aristo¬ 
cracy becomes an evil if it persists in outliving its social 
function. In the political sphere, the prevailing common sense 
of Athens, rising to genius in Solon, Pisistratus and Clcisthenes, 
brought it about that the Athenian nobility - on the whole - 
came wholeheartedly into the democratic polity while its 
aretS was still vigorous: of the great Athenian statesmen of the 
next two generations the majority came from the highest 
families - Pericles being the outstanding example. Contrast 
modem France; the aristocracy, long outliving its usefulness, 
liad to be guillotined out of existence, with the result that the 
remnants, whether or not they had anything to contribute to 
republican France, have held disdainfully aloof. In the cultural 
sphere, the Athenian populace was brought in to the aristo¬ 
cratic culture while it was still fresh and creative. Compare 
England: one of the reasons why the eighteenth century was so 
essentially civilized was that we have never had a sharp division 
between the upper middle-class and the aristocracy, so that the 
culture of the latter was absorbed by the former, and kept sane 
by it. Hence the good manners and good sense of the archi¬ 
tecture and minor arts of the period - contrasted with the 
foolish excesses, in Europe, of the later Baroque, which in 
themselves almost justify the French Revolution. The bour¬ 
geois society that succeeded aristocracy in Europe could learn 
nothing of value to itself from baroque. In England the rising 
middle-class of the nineteenth century might peacefully have 
absorbed and carried on the culture of the eighteenth - but for 
the catastrophe of the Industrial Revolution, which too 
quickly threw' up a new class too numerous and too self- 
confident to be absorbed. Hence both in England and in 
Europe (the Scandinavian countries excepted) the democratic 
societies of the present are for different reasons without real 
contact with the best of their own native traditions. From this 
Athens was saved, partly by the political wisdom of the sixth 
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century, partly by the cultural policy of Pisistratus. The result 
is that Athenian culture of the fifth century had the seriousness 
and solidity of the good bourgeois society with all the ele¬ 
gance, fineness and disinterestedness of an aristocracy. 


VII 

CLASSICAL GREECE: THE FIFTH 
CENTURY 

During the sixth century there took place in Asia events that 
were to affect the Greeks intimately. In 560 the kingdom of 
Lydia, in the western half of Asia Minor, received a monarch 
whose name is still familiar, the fabled Croesus. He succeeded 
in subduing the Greek cities of Ionia; but Croesus was a civil¬ 
ized man, and something of a pliil-hellcne, and conquest by 
him was no utter calamity. He was content to rule the cities 
through Greek ‘tyrannoi’ friendly to himself. 

At about the same time a Persian ascended the throne of the 
kingdom of Media, further east. This was Cyrus the Great. He, 
ruling in the north of Mesopotamia, overthrew Babylonia, 
which was then ruled by the son of another familiar figure, 
‘Nebuchadnezzar the King of die Jews’. Having conquered 
Babylon, he was ready for Lydia. These two powers had 
already been at war under the predecessors of Cyrus and 
Croesus, a war which had been ended by a total eclipse of the 
sun; die armies, we are told, were so much moved by it that 
they refused to continue the battle. This was the eclipse fore¬ 
told by Thales of Miletus. 1 The second war was begun by 
Croesus. He consulted the oracle at Delphi, for which he had 
the greatest respect (so die Greeks said), and was told diat if 
he crossed the River Halys, the frontier between him and 
Cyrus, he would destroy a mighty empire. He crossed the 
Halys, and he did destroy a mighty empire. Unfortunately, it 
was his own. The foolish man had forgotten to ask which 

1. See below, p. 177 ff. 
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empire he would destroy. 1 2 This brought Persian power down 
to the Aegean, by 548 b.c. 

Herodotus’ narrative of these events is one of the most 
interesting parts of his interesting book. It is typical that the 
first history of Mesopotamia should have been composed by a 
Greek. This history is packed with excellent stories. There is 
die story - far too long to be told here - of the birth of Cyrus. 
In brief, it is the common tale of die wonderful child that is to 
be bom, who will do this and that. Someone tries to prevent 
the birth or to kill the child. The attempt fails, and the pro¬ 
phecy is startlingly fulfilled. A Greek form of the story is the 
Oedipus-myth, and it is interesting to compare the Cyrus- 
story told by Herodotus with the Oedipus Rex composed by 
his friend Sophocles - essentially the same story, but in So¬ 
phocles charged with infinitely more significance. 

Then there is the tale of the meeting between Croesus and 
Solon - and for this we must find room, as it throws such light 
on the Greek mind. Solon, on his travels, was royally enter¬ 
tained by Croesus, and shown the immense w r ealth of his 
treasuries. (If the story is historically accurate, Solon had by 
now been dead for some time.) Then Croesus said, ‘Solon, I 
know of your fame as a philosopher, and I know you have 
travelled far and seen much. Tell me; who is the happiest* man 
you have ever met?’ He asked this, says Herodotus, thinking 
that he was the ‘happiest’ of men. But Solon, with no hesi¬ 
tation, said Tcllus of Athens; for Tell us lived in a well- 
governed polis, had sons who were brave and good, saw the 
birth of healthy grandsons, then, after a life as happy as the 
nature of man allows, died fighting gloriously for Athens 
against Eleusis, was buried with signal honour, and is re¬ 
membered with gratitude. 

Croesus then asked who came next in happiness - hoping to 
be mentioned in the second place. ‘Cleobis and Biton of Argos’, 

1. It is conjectured that the policy of the oracle was to involve Croesus and 
Cyrus in a long war, to the advantage of Greece. 

2. ‘Happy’ is a poor word here, but it seems the best we can do. If we had 
the expression ‘well-starred’ as the opposite of‘ill-starred* it would translate the 
Greek much better. 
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said Solon. These two were young men of sufficient wealth; 
both had won victories in the Games; and their death was 
notable. Their mother had to be driven to the temple of Hera, 
five miles distant, for a festival. Since the oxen did not come 
in from the fields soon enough, they drew the cart themselves. 
At the festival all acclaimed the strength of the young men and 
congratulated their mother. She, in a transport of happiness, 
prayed the goddess to grant her sons the greatest blessing that a 
man can have - and the prayer was answered; for after the 
sacrifice and the feast the two young men fell asleep in the very 
temple, and never awoke again. 

Croesus was annoyed at being thought less ‘happy* than 
private citizens, but Solon pointed out that a man lives many 
days, and every day brings something different; therefore, call 
no man ‘happy* until he is dead. You never can tell. 

But the tale does not end here; for years later Croesus, to the 
astonishment of all, was defeated by Cyrus and taken prisoner. 
Cyrus bound him and put him on a pyre to be burned alive, 
whether (says Herodotus) in fulfilment of a vow, or as a 
sacrifice for victory, or to see if a god would save so religious a 
man as Croesus. The pyre was lit, and Croesus, remembering 
Solon’s words, groaned aloud and called his name three times. 
They asked him why, and Croesus told them. Then Cyrus 
relented - and it is interesting to see why this purely Greek 
story makes him relent. Not from any specifically moral 
scruple; he does not realize that he is being abominably cruel. 
He reflects that he, being himself a man, is about to bum an¬ 
other man alive, one wno had been as prosperous as himself. 
In fact, he follows die Greek maxim ‘Know thyself’, which 
means, remember what you are - a man, and subject to the 
conditions and limitations of mortality. Therefore, says Hero¬ 
dotus, fearing retribution, and reflecting that nothing human 
is constant, he ordered die fire to be put out. But by now this 
was impossible. Therefore Croesus called upon Apollo to save 
him, if his rich offerings had gained him any favour with the 
god. Whereupon clouds gathered in die clear sky, a torrent 
of rain fell, and the fire was put out. After which, Croesus and 
Cyrus became friends - and Croesus gave Cyrus some very 
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shrewd advice on how to manage die Lydians. - This is the 
way in which Herodotus thought history should be written. 

In 499 an event occurred which determined the pattern of 
the new century: the Ionian cities revolted against the Persian 
king, Darius. Herodotus again rises to the occasion. He tells 
how Aristagoras, tyrannus of Miletus, went to Cleomenes, the 
king of Sparta, to ask for help. Aristagoras described in detail 
the races of Asia subject to Persia, all incredibly wealthy, most 
unwarlike, and an easy prey for the Spartans. To illustrate his 
argument 'he brought with him, so the Spartans say, a tablet of 
bronze on which was inscribed the circumference of the whole 
earth, the whole sea, and all the rivers’ - in fact, the first map of 
which we have any record. In conclusion, he compared the 
poverty of life in Greece with the ease of Asia. Cleomenes 
promised him an answer on the third day. On the third day 
Cleomenes asked him how far it was from the sea-coast of the 
Ionians to the city of the King. But Aristagoras, diough he 
had been cunning in everytliing else, and had deceived him 
very cleverly, made a slip here, for he should not have told 
him the truth if he wanted to bring die Spartans into Asia, but 
he told him plainly that it was three months’ journey. Where¬ 
upon Cleomenes, cutting him short in his description of the 
journey, said, ‘Milesian guest, leave Sparta before sunset, for 
you say things disagreeable to the Spartans, trying to lead them 
a diree-rnonths journey from the sea.’ 

But the Ionian played another card. He made himself a 
suppliant, and came back, finding Cleomenes with his little 
daughter, whose name was Gorgo. He asked Cleomenes to 
send the child away and listen to him again. Cleomenes agreed 
to listen, but without sending away the child. So Aristagoras 
promised him ten talents if he would give Spartan help, then 
more, until at last he offered fifty. Then Gorgo cried out, 
‘Father, unless you go away dais stranger will corrupt you.’ So 
Cleomenes went away, and Ionia got no help from Sparta. 

They got some ships, however, from Athens, and some from 
Eretria in Euboea, and diese forces were concerned in the sack 
of Croesus* old capital, Sardis. But the revolt failed, having 
made it plain to Persia that she could not hope to hold Ionia 
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in peace without at least making a demonstration of her 
power across the Aegean. Accordingly in 490 an expedition 
was sent against the two offending cities. Eretria was sacked, 
and a Persian force was landed on the east coast of Attica, at 
Marathon. The Persians had with them the embittered son of 
Pisistratus, Hippias, who had been driven out of Athens 
twenty years before. He was to be installed as tyrant, under 
Persian protection. 

But for a small force of 1,000 men from Plataea, the Athen¬ 
ians were left to face the Persians alone. They won, at the cost 
of 192 men. Aeschylus was in this fight, and his brother. The 
brother was killed, but Aeschylus came back home - and we 
may be glad of it, for he had not yet written the Persians , the 
Seven against Thebes , the Prometheus , or the Orestes-trilogy. 

It was obvious that Persia would try again, but fortunately a 
revolt in Egypt and the death of Darius kept them busy for 
ten years. These ten years decided the future of Athens. It 
happened that in the mining area of Sunium a very rich vein of 
silver was struck. These small Greek cities had very simple and 
direct ideas about public finances, as they had about public 
morality and most other tilings: it was proposed that the money 
should be distributed like a dividend, among the citizens. But 
Themistoclcs saw further than this. It happened that Athens 
had for some time been carrying on a struggle with the near¬ 
by island of Aegina, an important commercial city, and had 
been hampered by the lack of ships. Themistocles therefore 
persuaded the Athenians to spend their windfall on a fleet: 
Aegina was the immediate object, but he had in mind the 
Persian danger, and could foresee, no doubt, that Athens had a 
future as a commercial and naval power. 

The fleet was built, just in time. The second Persian attack 
came in 480, this one not a mere punitive expedition, but a 
full-scale invasion, by land. This time some sort of Greek 
unity was achieved, though in the Peloponnese Argos held 
aloof, because the hated Spartans did not. The story of the 
two-year war cannot be told here: it is most brilliantly re¬ 
counted in Herodotus, even though this most humane of 
historians never really understood the strategy of it. The 
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northern defences went down one by one. Thermopylae was a 
glorious episode, but a naval action in the neighbouring waters 
off Cape Artemisium was not discouraging, for it showed that 
the heavier and slower Greek ships - nearly two-thirds of them 
Athenian - could fight with some hope against the enemy fleet 
(mainly Phoenician and Ionian) in narrow waters where the 
enemy could not manoeuvre. But the time came when the 
Athenians had to abandon Attica and transport their non- 
combatants and what property they could to the island of 
Salamis, whence they could see the Persians burning their 
houses and destroying die temples on the Acropolis. 

Now came one of the most momentous debates in history. 
Herodotus may have been a little confused about the details', 
and he may have accepted as fact what was only post-war 
recrimination, but it is a picture of a Greek event drawn by a 
Greek, and is, essentially, true to Greece. The northern Greeks 
had all submitted and were fighting now with Persia: no 
one was left but die Peloponnesians, a few islands, and 
Adiens - and Attica was lost. The Peloponnesian land forces 
were at the Isthmus, busy fortifying it, and, of their sea- 
captains, most were in favour of moving the allied fleet back 
there from Salamis, afraid that they might be blockaded there 
by the Persians. Themistocles saw that the narrow waters 
inside Salamis would give the Greek fleet a chance of victory, 
while at the Isthmus they would certainly be defeated - even 
if the fleet held together, which was unlikely. Themistocles 
urgendy persuaded Eurybiades, the Spartan commander-in- 
chief, to reopen the debate (so Herodotus reports). He agreed, 
and Themistocles began to speak before Eurybiades had for¬ 
mally put the question to the meeting. ‘Themistocles/ said the 
Corinthian commander, ‘in the games those who start too 
soon are whipped/ ‘And those who start too late’, was the 
retort, ‘win no prizes/ He stated his case, but Adeimantos the 
Corinthian said he had no right to speak at all, since he no 
longer represented a city. Themistocles then, says Herodotus, 
spoke with great severity both of Adeimantos and of Corinth, 
and said the Athenians even now had a bigger polis and more 
territory than Corinth, for so long as they haa two hundred 
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ships fully manned they could conquer anybody’s territory. 
Then he turned to Eurybiades, and told this unhappy man that 
unless he agreed to stay and fight at Salamis the Athenians 
would sail away and refound their polis in Italy. Faced with 
this* Eurybiades had to agree. 

The next thing was to induce Xerxes to fight in the narrows. 
This was perfectly simple - to Themistocles. He sent a personal 
slave in a boat to the Persian camp to say that he came from 
Themistocles, who was secretly on the Persians’ side - which 
indeed was plausible enough. The Greeks were going to retreat 
during the night, by the western exit from die Bay of Salamis: 
let the Persians then block up the western strait: they would 
have the Greeks caught in a trap. The Persians were thoroughly 
deceived. One detachment was sent to block the western exit: 
the rest crowded into the narrow waters - ‘And when the sun 
set, where were they?’ 

It was a shattering victory, and Adieus had most of the 
glory. The next summer it was the turn of the Spartans. At 
Plataea, thanks not to Spartan generalship, which was poor, 
but to the magnificent steadiness of die Spartan troops, the 
Persian army was routed (die Thebans fighting bravely, on the 
wrong side) and the grand invasion was over. All that re¬ 
mained was to liberate Ionia, and to ensure that never again 
should the Persian King dare to interfere with free Greeks. But 
alas! a hundred years later the King was able to impose a Peace 
of liis own design on die warring Greek states* widiout 
fighting a single battle. 

But meanwhile the effects of the victory on Greece were 
profound. The Greeks had always thought fairly well of 
themselves, in comparison with ‘barbarians’: that impression 
was confirmed. They had always diought that their free in¬ 
stitutions were better dian Oriental despotism: events proved 
that they were right. The Asiatic master compelled obedience 
by torture and the lash: the Greeks took their decisions by 
debating and persuading - and then acted like one man: and 
they conquered. No wonder diat the next generation filled 
its temple-pediments with sculptured representations of the 
old mydiical batde between die earth-born Giants and the 
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Olympian Gods. The Greek Gods had triumphed again, free¬ 
dom and reason had defeated despotism and rear. 

Athens had especial reason to feel exalted. Men in Athens 
saw this victory who had heard from their own fathers how 
Solon had freed the very soil of Attica from enslavement to 
the wealthy, and had laid the foundations of democracy: they 
themselves had seen Pisistratus lending seed-corn to the poor, 
and gradually making of quiet Athens a city of which other 
Greeks took some notice: in middle age they had seen the 
tyranny ended, and a new liberal constitution framed by 
Cleisthcnes: there had been bitter conflicts, and party feeling 
still ran very high - dramatized in the story which someone 
told Herodotus, of how the great Aristeides, an ostracized 
party-leader, 1 crossed by night from his temporary home in 
Aegina to Salamis just before the battle: he called Themistocles 
out of that war-council, and said ‘You and I have been the 
bitterest enemies: now our rivalry is, which of us can do Athens 
the greatest service. I have slipped between the Persian lines to 
tell you this: we arc surrounded by the Persian fleet. Go in and 
tell them/ ‘Thank Godf said Themistocles: ‘but you go in and 
tell them. They will believe you / - Our Athenian had seen the 
young democracy weathering party conflicts like these: he had 
seen die Athenian army triumphant at Marathon: then he had 
seen his city at one plunge taking to the sea, and risking every¬ 
thing at sea. Now he saw the towns and villages of Attica 
burnt, and the immemorial Acropolis, home of Cecrops, of 
Erechtheus, of Theseus, of Athena herself, laid in hopeless 
ruin: but the polis was triumphant, and, more than any other, 
had saved Greece. Greece now had not one leader, but two: 
the quiet country town of his boyhood now stood, admired 
of all, alongside the heroic city of Sparta. Success like this, won 
not by good fortune but by good sense, and by self-restraint 

i. ‘Ostracism* was a device invented by Clcisthenes, as a check to the exces¬ 
sive personal animosities of public life in Athens. Any year the Assembly could 
decide to have an ‘ostracism*, with no names mentioned. If it did so, each citizen 
could write on a potsherd (‘ostracon’) the name of any citizen whom he would 
like to see honourably removed from the city for ten years. If 6000 votes, or 
more, were cast against any one man, he had to go - with no further penalty. 
It was a means of removing the leader of a dangerous faction. 
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more than self-assertion, was naturally a spur to further 
effort. By the time of the Persian War Athens had only just 
found herself: what more might she not do? There is some 
parallel between Athens of 480 and England of 1588: in what¬ 
ever direction men looked they saw exciting possibilities - but 
the Athenian saw even more than the Englishman. Politically, 
there was die possibility of becoming the leader of a sea- 
alliance comparable with Sparta’s Peloponnesian League: and 
men could take pride in the fact that what the city did would 
be done, not by powerful magistrates acting in their name, but 
by the ordinary Athenians themselves, in their sovereign 
Assembly. Intellectually, the whole world of thought and 
knowledge was opening up, thanks very much to their own 
kinsmen of Ionia. In trade and industry, Athens was rapidly 
overhauling those other Greek cities who had had such a long 
start of her: the combination of Attic taste and intelligence with 
her central position, her excellent harbours, and her now over¬ 
whelming sea-power, was formidable indeed; and besides this, 
Athens, like London, enjoyed certain imponderable advantages 
derived from her probity and common-sense methods. 
Artistically, too, a new world was opening up. The long 
struggle with bronze and marble had brought architecture and 
sculpture to the verge of classical perfection, and it was to be 
the task of the Athenian artists, working nearly always for the 
polis, to combine Ionian elegance with Dorian strength. The 
Athenian potters and painters were approaching their greatest 
triumphs: the most Athenian art of all, tragic drama, was 
growing more assured and more exciting every year, and very 
interesting possibilities were being explored in a hilarious rustic 
rough-and-tumble which, in fact, very soon gave birth to the 
brilliant and sophisticated comedy of Aristophanes and his 
rivals. Such was the spirit of the dawning Pcriclean Age - if 
we remember too that it was steeped in the perennial Homer, 
who taught that habit of mind - essentially aristocratic, in 
whatever class of society it may be found - which puts quality 
before quantity, noble struggle before mere achievement, and 
honour Before opulence. 

Political history I must treat in a very summary fashion. 



THE GREEKS 


1X8 

The Greek Alliance had done its immediate task in driving the 
Persian out of Europe, but it remained to liberate Ionia and to 
break Persian sca-power. In this, Sparta showed little interest. 
Sparta was essentially a land-power, with an agricultural 
economy; she was satisfied if no other Greek state or com¬ 
bination of states was strong enough to threaten her in the 
Pelopomiese or to raise the ever-present bogey of a revolt of 
the Helots. Moreover, the liberation of Ionia and the defence of 
the Aegean was a matter for ships - for Athens therefore. And 
Athens was ready enough for the task, which (she could remind 
herself) befitted her, as she was the original home of the Ionian 
race. 

Athens therefore organized a naval confederacy, whose 
headquarters were the sacred and central island of Delos. Those 
who joined it - and these were practically all the maritime 
cities of the Aegean - contributed a fixed number of ships and 
men: or, if they preferred it, the equivalent in money. The 
assessments were fixed by Aristeides of Athens, ‘Aristeidcs the 
Just'; and his justice is shown by die fact that no assessment of 
his was ever challenged. The central fact was the enormous 
preponderance of Athens: she had a fleet of 200 ships, and many 
of the members were assessed at one ship. Of the small allies, 
a large number preferred to pay the money-contribution and 
be done with it. 

Operations against Persia continued for some years. Then 
arose the insoluble problem of the right of secession. The im¬ 
portant island of Naxos refused to be a member of the League 
any longer: the threat from Persia was now at an end; why then 
should Naxos contribute forces to a League which was only 
Athens in disguise? To which Athens could reasonably reply 
that if there was no League the Persian menace would very 
soon revive. She treated this secession as a revolt, crushed it, 
and imposed a money-payment on the Naxians. Other such 
‘revolts were treated in the same way. Then Aegean states 
which had held aloof were compelled to join - again, with 
some reason, for why should any Aegean state enjoy the 
security which others provided, without contributing to it? 

Two other things were done, both sensible, but born helping 
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to transform the League into an Empire. The headquarters of 
the League were moved from Delos to Athens - from a small 
island to which people went mainly for religious purposes to 
the city to which people were glad to go for any purpose. That 
suspicious tiling administrative convenience* coula be cited., 
ana it could be represented that the League’s treasury was safer 
in Athens - as indeed it was, for Athens had just lost two fleets 
in an Egyptian adventure: but for all that, it strengthened the 
impression, in Athens and out of it, that what was in name a 
League was in fact an Empire. Then commercial disputes 
between members were made referable to Athenian courts. 
This was in fact a great simplification of procedure. In the 
absence of any system of international law, legal processes 
between members of different cities were possible only if the 
two cities had a treaty expressly providing for them; if not, 
direct reprisal - a sort of official piracy - was the only way of 
ensuring that complaints should be listened to. The Athenian 
courts were reasonably honest, and they were disinterested. 
Great care was taken to ensure that no advantage was enjoyed 
by an Athenian in litigation with a member of an allied city. 
Nevertheless, it looked bad. 

The general efficiency and honesty with which Athens 
managed the League is shown by the fact that cities continued to 
join it voluntarily, and that when the war with Sparta came the 
members on the whole remained surprisingly loyal to Athens, 
even though they were called subjects of an imperial city. 

But it was inevitable that the Athenian citizen should begin 
to think imperially when he saw members of the League com¬ 
ing to Athens for judgment, and knew that the treasure of the 
League must in fact be a policy agreeable to Athens, and that 
the military force of the League was largely made up of 
Athenian ships and men. It was all very flattering to Athenian 
pride, and profitable too, for citizen-jurors were paid, and of 
the money-contribution which increasing members of the 
allies rendered in lieu of ships and men quite a lot went, 
legitimately, into Athenian pockets in. the form of service-pay. 

A great deal more found its way there, perhaps more 
questionably, through Pericles’ rebuilding policy. The funds of 
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the League were piling up, and the temples which the Persians 
had destroyed had not been set up again. Part of Pericles* policy 

- a continuation of the policy of Pisistratus - was to make 
Athens the artistic, as well as the intellectual and political, 
centre of Greece, and Athens had an unemployment problem. 
The Parthenon, the magnificent gateway to the Acropolis, 
picture galleries flanking it - these and other buildings were 
the outcome of these needs and desires. There were protests, 
even at home, but Pericles replied that the allies paid Athens 
for protection, and paid no exorbitant sum; they were pro¬ 
tected, the Athenian fleet was highly efficient, and there was an 
ample reserve of money. Athens was entitled to spend the 
surplus on such buildings and statues as brought honour to 
her and to all Greece. He might have argued - perhaps he did 

- that Athens alone had willingly given up her city to the 
destroyer in order to continue the fight for Greek freedom; 
and he probably said now what he said later, in the Funeral 
Speech, ‘We throw open our Polis to all*. 

But why did Athens not become the capital of a unified 
Aegean state? Rome could give her citizenship successively to 
the other Latin cities, to all Italy, to the whole empire: if Rome 
could do this, why not Athens? 

Patronizing talk of political incapacity or shortsightedness 
will not do. It is the inescapable fact, which we so often try to 
escape, that everything has to be paid for, and there are many 
things, desirable in themselves, for which die price is too high. 
If this were so, human existence would not be tragic. We our¬ 
selves have just had an illustration. Some of our politicians had 
pleasant dreams of a perfecdy planned and perfectly efficient 
national economy - an excellent thing. But the price was 
direction of labour, and the Englishman, with his strange 
addiction to personal freedom, refused to pay the price. 

As an earlier chapter tried to show, the Greeks had a similar 
addiction to the independent polis - it was the polis, to the 
Greek mind, which marked the difference between the Greek 
and the barbarian: it was the polis which enabled him to live 
the full, intelligent and responsible life which he wished to live. 
Athens could not extend her citizenship to the allies without 
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curtailing the political activities and responsibility of each 
Athenian citizen. Government must have been delegated to 
representatives, and then the Athenian would have felt that the 
polis was no longer liis own. Life would have lost its savour. 
The Roman-under severe pressure, by the way-could include 
Latins in his civitas because the civitas was only a machine of 
government: so long as it protected him he did not much 
mind who worked it. The Athenian did not think that way - 
nor did the allies of Athens, for it is as certain as such tilings can 
be that if Athens had offered them common citizenship they 
would not have accepted it, for if the Greek was not within a 
day's walk of his political centre, then his life was something 
less than the life of a real man. 

To the modern mind this may seem odd: no doubt it seems 
odd to those Russians who know anything about us that we 
prefer our notions of personal liberty to the triumphs, real or 
prospective, of their system. But this indeed was the choice that 
lay before the Greeks: to accept a much lower quality of life by 
diluting and practically losing the polis, or, eventually, to 
perish. If - in die spirit of Cyrus at Croesus' pyre - we reflect 
that we too are an imperilled political society clinging des¬ 
perately to a certain conception of life, our judgment on the 
Greeks may become a little less complacent. Pericles’ policy - 
that is to say, the policy which prevailed with the Athenian 
Assembly - was to try to make die best of both worlds, to 
enjoy to the full both polis and Empire. We shall perhaps be 
able to condemn him with better heart when we ourselves have 
succeeded in reconciling love of liberty widi survival. 

During the half-century that separated the Persian from the 
Peloponnesian war the policy of Athens was guided first by the 
aristocratic Cimon (son of Miltiades the victor of Marathon), 
then by Pericles. Cimon's policy was to drive back the Persian, 
and to keep on friendly terms with Sparta. The former was 
easier than the latter. The swift rise of Athens, still more the 
transformation of the League into hardly disguised Empire, 
aroused both fear and resentment: so much so diat Cimon's 
policy became obviously impossible. Pericles, whose pre¬ 
dominance in the Assembly was almost undisputed from 461 
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until his death in 429, accepted Spartan hostility as inevitable, 
made terms with Persia, and tried to make Athens unchallenge¬ 
able in Greece. The energy shown by the Athenians during 
these years is almost incredible: they aimed at, and for a short 
time held, an empire which comprised or controlled not only 
the whole Aegean, but also the Corinthian Gulf and Bocotia: 
and there were those who dreamed, and continued to dream, 
of conquering distant Sicily. Our talk of debates and theatres 
and law-courts and processions must not obscure the fact that 
the fifth-century Athenian was first and foremost a man of 
action. In 456 the Athenians had a whole armful of respon¬ 
sibilities close at home, but that did not deter them from send¬ 
ing two hundred ships to assist Egypt in a rebellion against 
Persia, and when these were destroyed they sent another force 
of similar size, with similar results. A war memorial of die 
time records the names of those of die Erechtheid tribe ‘who 
died in batde in one year in Cyprus, Egypt, Phoenice, Halieis 
(in the Peloponnese), Aegina and Megara’. It cannot be said of 
die Athenians that they exploited an empire gained by the 
energies and sacrifice of others. The war which all Greece 
thought inevitable broke out in 431. We will say something 
about it in the next chapter: this one may close with a short 
survey of the democratic institutions under which Athens 
conducted it, preceded by two sketches of the Athenian 
character, taken from Thucydides* history of the war. The first 
was given by a Corinthian delegation which came to Sparta to 
urge Sparta to declare war. 

You have no idea (say the Corinthians) what sort of people these 
Athenians are, how totally different from yourselves. They are always 
thinking of new schemes, and are quick to make their plans and to 
carry them out: you are content with what you have, and axe re¬ 
luctant to do even what is necessary. They are bold, adventurous, 
sanguine: you arc cautious, and trust neither to your power nor to 
your judgment. They love foreign adventure, you hate it: for they 
think they stand to gain, you that you stand to lose something. When 
victorious they make the most of it: when defeated, they fall back less 
than anyone. They give their bodies to Athens as if they were public 
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property: they use their minds for Athens in the most individual way 
possible. They make a plan: if it fails, they think they have lost some¬ 
thing; if it succeeds, this success is nothing in comparison with what 
they are going to do next. It is impossible for them either to enjoy 
peace and quiet themselves or allow anyone else to . 1 

Now Pericles himself, two years later, in his Funeral Oration. 
First he praises the liberality of Athens: the law is impartial, 
public distinction is given to merit, not to party or class: in 
social matters toleration reigns, and in public matters there is 
self-restraint and an absence of violence. Athens too is rich in 
the spiritual, intellectual and material things of civilization. 

So far Pericles is comparing Athens with Greece in general: 
now he turns to Sparta in particular. 

We admit anyone to our city, and do not expel foreigners from fear 
that they should see too much, because in war we trust to our own 
bravery and daring rather than to stratagems and preparations. Our 
enemies prepare for war by a laborious training from boyhood: we 
live at our ease, but are no less confident in facing danger. Indeed, 
the Spartans have never ventured to attack us without die help of 
their allies. So, with a courage which comes from natural disposition 
rather than from laws, we have two advantages, for we avoid the 
preliminary labour, and are just as good as they when the test comes. 
We love the arts, but without lavish display, and things of the mind, 
but without becoming soft. 

After this direct contrast with Sparta Pericles becomes more 
general again. In Athens, wealth gives opportunity for action, 
not reason for boasting, and it is idleness, not poverty, which is 
disgraceful. A man has time both for his private affairs and for 
the affairs of the city, and those engaged in business are yet 
quite competent to judge political matters. 2 A man who takes a 
part in public business some call a quiet man: we Athenians call 
him useless. Speech we do not regard as a hindrance to action, 

1. Paraphrase of Thucydides, I, 70. 

2 . This is obviously a criticism of other mercantile and industrial cities, such 
as Corinth: and it contains the interesting implication that these cities were not 
governed by business men. The Conservative Central Office may be glad to 
have the exact reference to this passage: Thucydides, II, 40. 
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but as a necessary preliminary: other people are made bold 
by ignorance, timid by calculation; we can calculate, and still be 
audacious. Also, we are generous, not out of expediency, but 
from confidence. In fact, our polis is an education to all Greece. 

This speech of Pericles gives no doubt an idealized picture 
of Athens, but for all that it is substantially a true picture, and 
in any case the ideals of a people are an important part of what 
they are. The essential truth of this picture is not a matter of 
exact demonstration, but when we have contemplated any 
side of the activity of Periclean Athens, we can turn to this 
speech, and its noble praise of the Athenian polis, and feel the 
conviction that the Athenians of this period must indeed have 
been like this, in all essentials. There is the astonishing beauty 
of the Parthenon - in size so modest, only 120 feet long: in 
impression so overwhelming; in photographs, only another 
Greek temple, but in reality the most thrilling building there 
is. There are the plays of Sophocles, composed for and crowned 
by this Athenian people. I myself - if a personal reference may 
be permitted - have given detailed lectures on them for thirty 
years, and find diem now fresher, more exciting, more 
packed with thought than ever I did: no tiling in them is 
perfunctory, nothing done for display (superb though the 
technique is), nothing second-rate. There are, perhaps more 
eloquent than anything, the simple tombstones carved by 
anonymous sculptors, most moving in their quiet dignity and 
sincerity. 1'here are ordinary objects of domestic use, and they 
have the same qualities. Nowhere is one so certain as in Peri- 
clean Athens that one will never meet anything vulgar, bizarre, 
quaint or superficial. Most characteristic is comedy: it has 
roaring obscenities diat could not possibly be printed today, 
but never anything to snigger at. The reason is that a people of 
fine quality were living in conditions which habituated them 
to high spiritual, mental and physical endeavour. 

Which brings us back to the polis. Everywhere the polis 
gave a certain fullness and meaning to life, but most notably in 
Athens, where political democracy was carried to its logical 
extreme. There are of course those who deny that Athens was 
a democracy at all, since women, resident aliens and slaves had 
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no voice in the conduct of affairs. If we define democracy as 
participation in the government by all the adult population of 
a country, then Athens was no democracy - nor is any modem 
state: for because of its size every modem state must delegate 
government to representative and professional administrators, 
and this is a form of oligarchy. 

If we define it as participation in the government by all 
citizens, then Athens was a democracy - and we must remember 
that die normal Greek qualification for citizenship was that at 
least die father, if not both parents, should have been citizens - 
the Greek ‘state’ being (in theory and in sentiment) a group of 
kinsmen, not merely the population in a certain area. 

But for our present purpose the exact definition of de¬ 
mocracy is unimportant: 1 our concern is to see how the political 
institutions of Athens affected the life and the mind of the 
Athenian. In this chapter we will describe them: in die next we 
will watch them at work under the stress of a desperate war. 

The Assembly was supreme, and everything possible was 
done to maintain its supremacy in fact as well as on paper. 
There was no possibility in Athens of the machine taking 
control - another advantage of the small scale. The Assembly 
consisted of every adult Athenian male who had been accepted 
as legitimate by his ‘deme’, and had not been expressly dis¬ 
franchized for some grave offence. No trace of property- 
qualification remained except - significantly - in the army. So 
much was the polis the community of citizens, so little a super¬ 
human ‘state’, diat the citizen had to find his own equipment: 
consequently the man rich enough to own a horse served in 
die cavalry - on his own horse, though while he was on service 
the polis paid for its keep. The moderately well-to-do served 
in the heavy infantry (hoplites), providing his own armour; 

1. Since the. meaning of the word ‘democracy* is of some topical interest, a 
note on the Greek usage may be appended here. In ordinary parlance, 'demo- 
kratia* (literally, 'control by the people*) meant political democracy as described 
above, but the political theorists, notably Plato and Aristotle, used it in the 
sense ‘government by the poor*, and consequently condemned it as being 
only an inverted form of oligarchy or tyranny, government inspired by self- 
interest. ‘Polity* was the name given to government by general consent, with¬ 
out reference to class. 
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and the poor, who could provide nothing but themselves, 
served as auxiliaries, or rowed in the fleet. The resident aliens 
served alongside citizens, but slaves never served in either army 
or navy, except once in a moment of great danger, when 
slaves were invited to enlist on the promise (which was hon¬ 
oured) of freedom and full civil (not political) rights. 

This Assembly, a mass-meeting of all the native male resi¬ 
dents of Attica, was the sole legislative body, and had, ill 
various ways, complete control of the administration and judi¬ 
cature. First, the administration. The old Areopagus, composed 
of ex-archons, did nothing now except deal with cases of 
homicide. The archons, once so powerful, were now chosen 
by annual ballot from the Assembly. Any citizen, any year, 
might find himself one of the nine Archons: this meant, 
naturally, that the archonship, although it had administrative 
responsibility, had no real power. Power remained with the 
Assembly. The Assembly met once a month, unless specially 
convened to settle something of importance. Any citizen 
could speak - if he could get the Assembly to listen; anybody 
could propose anything, within certain strict constitutional 
safeguards. But so large a body needed a committee to prepare 
its business, and to deal with matters of urgency. This com¬ 
mittee was the Council ("boule) of five hundred, not elected, 
but chosen by ballot, fifty from each tribe. Since this Council 
was chosen haphazard, and was composed of entirely different 
people each year, it could develop no corporate feeling. That 
was the whole idea: nothing must overshadow the Assembly. 
Most of the administrative boards ("Government departments’) 
were manned by members of the BoulS. But since five hun¬ 
dred men could not be in constant session, and were too many 
to make an efficient executive committee, there was an inner 
council, die ‘prytany’, composed, in turn, of the fifty men 
drawn from each of die ten tribes, which remained in session 
for one-tenth of the year. Of these, one was chosen by ballot 
to be chairman each day. If there was a meeting of the Assem¬ 
bly, he presided: for twenty-four hours he was titular Head of 
die State. (It happened, Greece being an essentially dramatic 
country, that Socrates held this position one day towards the 
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end of the war when the Assembly ran amok - as sometimes 
happened, but not often - and quite illegally demanded to im¬ 
peach the whole of the Board of Generals for failing to rescue 
survivors of the successful naval battle of Arginusae. Socrates 
defied the mob, and refused to put the irregular proposal to 
the vote.) As a further check on the Administration, all out¬ 
going magistrates had to submit to the Assembly an account of 
their official acts, and their responsibility did not end until 
they had passed this ‘audit’. Until they had done this they 
might neither leave Athens nor sell property. 

One important office could not be left to the hazard of the 
ballot - the command of the forces, on land or afloat. The ten 
Strategoi (‘generals’ or ‘admirals’ indifferently) were elected - 
but annually, though re-election was permissible and indeed 
normal: but it was no unusual thing for an Athenian to be a 
general in one campaign and a private soldier in the next. This 
was an extreme case of the basic conception of democracy, 
‘to rule and to be ruled in turn’. It was as if the trade-union 
official of one year automatically returned to his bench the 
next. Being the only officials expressly elected on the grounds 
of special competence, and holding offices of such importance, 
the strat&goi naturally wielded great influence in the city’s 
affairs. It was through this office, and through his personal 
ascendency in the Assembly, that Pericles led the Athenians for 
so long. 

The Assembly controlled not only legislation and admin¬ 
istration, but justice as well; as there were no professional 
administrators, so there were no professional judges or 
pleaders. The principle was preserved that the aggrieved man 
appealed directly to his fellow-citizens for justice - in the local 
courts for trivial matters, in Athenian courts for important 
matters, criminal or civil. The jury was virtually a section of 
the Assembly, varying in size from ioi to 1,001, according to 
the importance of the case. There was no judge, only a purely 
formal chairman, like our ‘foreman’. There were no pleaders: 
the parties conducted their own case, though in fact a plaintiff 
or defendant might get a professional ‘speech-writer’ to make 
up his speech: but then he learnt it and gave it himself. This 
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popular jury was judge both of law and of fact, and there was 
no appeal. If the offence was one for winch the law laid down 
no precise penalty, then - since a large jury could not con¬ 
veniently fix the sentence - the prosecutor, if he won his case, 
proposed one penalty, the accused proposed an alternative, 
and the jury had to choose one of the two. Tliis explains the 
procedure in Plato’s Apology: when Socrates had been con¬ 
demned, the prosecution demanded the death penalty, but 
Socrates, first suggesting the Freedom of the City as the alter¬ 
native, formally proposed, not exile, which the jury would 
gladly have accepted, but an almost derisory fine. 

This survey, brief though it is, will bring out one essential 
point, that public affairs in Athens were run, so far as possible, 
by amateurs. The professional was given as little scope as 
possible; indeed, the expert was usually a public slave. Every 
citizen was, in turn, a soldier (or sailor), a legislator, a judge, an 
administrator - if not as archon, then certainly as member of 
the Boule. The extraordinary use made of amateurs may 
strike the reader as ludicrous: it was indeed severely criticized 
by Socrates and Plato, though not so much because it was in¬ 
efficient as because it entrusted to men entirely ignorant of it 
the major function of‘the political art’, namely, to make men 
better. But this is by the way. 

Beneath this general aversion to the professional there was a 
more or less conscious theory of the polis: namely that the duty 
of taking part, at the appropriate season of life, in all the affairs 
of the polis was one that the individual owed both to the polis 
and to himself. It was part of that full life which only the polis 
could provide: the savage, living for himself alone, could not 
have it, nor the civilized ‘barbarian’ living in a vast empire 
ruled by a King and liis personal servants. To the Athenian at 
least, self-rule by discussion, self-discipline, personal respon¬ 
sibility, direct participation in the life of the polis at all points - 
these things were the breath of life. 

And they were incompatible with a representative govern¬ 
ment administering a large area. This is the reason why Athens 
could not grow as Rome did, by incorporating other poleis. 
To the Athenian, the responsibility of taking his own decisions, 
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carrying them out, and accepting the consequences, was a 
necessary part of the life of a free man. This is one reason why 
the popular art of Athens was the tragedy of Aeschylus and 
Sophocles and the comedy of Aristophanes, while ours is the 
cinema. The Athenian was accustomed to deal with tilings of 
importance: an art therefore which did not handle themes of 
importance would have seemed to him to be childish. 

This account of the Athenian constitution, necessarily a very 
short one, will probably suggest to the reader at least two 
reflections: how very amateurish it all sounds, and what an 
enormous amount of time die Athenians must have spent in 
public business, if such a system was to work at all. 

To begin with the former point. It was government by 
amateurs in the strict sense of this word: that is to say, by 
people who liked government and administration. To put it in 
this way is perhaps misleading, because the words ‘government’ 
and ‘administration’ have, among us, acquired capital letters: 
they are tilings in themselves, pursuits to which some mis¬ 
guided persons devote their lives. To the Greeks, they were 
merely two sides of that many-sided diing, the life of the polis. 
To attend to die business of the polis was not only a duty which 
a man owed to the polis: it was also a duty which a man owed 
to himself - and it was an absorbing interest too. It was part of 
die complete life. This is die reason why the Athenian never 
employed die professional administrator or judge if he could 
possibly help it. The polis was a kind of super-family, and 
family life means taking a direct part in family affairs and 
family counsels. This attitude to die polis explains, too, why 
the Greek never, as we say, ‘invented’ representative govern¬ 
ment. Why should he ‘invent’ something which most Greeks 
struggled to abolish, namely being governed by someone else? 

Hut was it amateurish in the other sense? Was it inefficient, 
or inconsequent? To diis question, I think, we can say no, if 
our standard is not perfection, but government as it is normally 
found among men. The regime was stable, recovering quite 
easily from two oligarchic revolutions made possible by the 
; stress of unsuccessful war. It won and managed an empire: it 
collected its taxes; it managed its economy, its finances and its 
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currency with notable firmness: it seems to have maintained a 
standard of public justice which certain governments of our 
own time have not reached. It lost a critical war, not from lack 
of nerve or spirit, but from serious errors of judgment, and 
to these any form of government is liable. Judged by all these, 
the ordinary standards of efficiency, this experiment in logical 
democracy must be pronounced not unsuccessful. 

The Athenian would have accepted all these tests of efficiency 
as legitimate, but would have added another: did it secure for 
the ordinary citizen a reasonably good life? That is to say, 
besides doing what we today expect from our government, 
did it stimulate his intellect and satisfy his spirit? In answering 
this question there can be no hesitation whatsoever. A much 
more searching test was applied by philosophers like Socrates 
and Plato: did this form of government train men in virtue? 
Plato says, in the Gorgias, that Themistocles, Cimon and 
Pericles Tiled the city with fortifications and rubbish of that 
sort’, but failed miserably in the statesman's first duty, of 
making the citizens more virtuous. But efficiency of this kind 
is what very few governments have aimed at. 

In considering efficiency of the grosser sort, two points must 
be borne in mind. One is the small scale of the state. This 
Athenian district-meeting, the Assembly, like a vigorous local 
council today, was for the most part dealing with problems 
of which many of its members at least had direct personal 
knowledge. Further, die complexity of things was much less 
than it is today - not indeed the intellectual or moral complexity 
of things, which is always the same, but the complexity of 
organization. If war was declared, it was not a matter of 
'mobilizing the entire resources of the nation’, with endless 
committees and an enormous consumption of paper: it was a 
matter simply of every man going home for his shield, his ! 
spear and his rations, and reporting for orders. The Assembly ! 
made its worst mistakes in making decisions on matters out¬ 
side its oersonal knowledge. Thus, in the middle of the wax it 
made the disastrous resolution to invade Sicily, though (as 
Thucydides remarks) very few knew where Sicily was, nor 
how big it was. 
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Then one must remember that all the members of this 
Assembly, other than the youngest, had first-hand experience 
of administration in the various local and tribal offices and in 
law-courts, and that five hundred new men every year served 
in the Boule, drafting laws for submission to the Assembly, 
receiving foreign embassies, dealing with finance, and all the 
rest of it. If we take 30,000 as a reasonable estimate of the 
normal number of citizens, it will be seen that any one citizen 
was more likely than not to serve his year on the Boule. The 
Assembly, in fact, was for the most part composed of men who 
knew what they were talking about, from personal experience. 

This brings us to our second consideration, how the ordinary 
Athenian found time for all this. He was not a super-man, and 
the day contained twenty-four'hours then as now. This is 
clearly an important question. The Greeks, like all civilized 
peoples in antiquity and many since, were slave-owners. From 
this it has been inferred by many who have not read Aristo¬ 
phanes but have read Uncle Toms Cabin> that the culture of 
Attica was die work of a leisured class, supported by slaves. 
This belief may be consoling to us, who have so much more 
economic power and so much less real civilization, but it is 
essentially false. There is very little similarity between Greek 
slavery in the fifth and fourdi centuries and the Roman 
latifundia , large estates worked by slaves, which were created by 
the depopulation of the countryside. 

In the first place, agricultural slavery in Greece hardly 
existed: the tradition was still vigorous that the citizen owned 
his land and slavery offered litde advantage in small-scale 
farming like this, as the slave would have to eat almost as much 
as he produced. The well-to-do farmer, like his counterpart in 
the town, would have a few slaves, employed mosdy in 
personal and domestic duties. The Adienian who goes out 
shopping has a slave - if he can afford one - to carry his pur¬ 
chases, and there are one or two at home, male and female, 
acting as ‘slavey’ and Nannie. These added to the amenities 
of life, and to some extent promoted civilization, just as the 
servants we used to have enabled middle-class women to play 
bridge in die afternoons, and professors to write books; but 
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they were certainly not the basis of die economic life of Attica. 
A modem audiority 1 estimates that just before the Pelopon¬ 
nesian War there were something like 115,000 slaves in Attica, 
of whom something like 65,000 were in domestic employment 
- rather more than half. Professor Gomme estimates that at die 
same period there were about 45,000 Athenian men over 18, 
and therefore a total Athenian population of something over 
100,000. This would give about half a slave per person on the 
average, but it is impossible to estimate how many households 
had none and how many had a lot. Other slaves Professor 
Gomme estimates at 50,000 in industry and 10,000 in the mines. 
The treatment of the latter was callous in the extreme, the only 
serious blot on the general humanity of the Athenians. Their 
slaves in general had considerable freedom, and much more 
legal protection than for example the Negro citizens of the 
U.S.A. - so much so that it was a Spartan gibe that in the 
streets of Athens you could not distinguish between a slave and 
a citizen. But in the mines, slaves were often worked until they 
died: conditions were much worse than they were in our own 
factories in die grimmest times - though an Athenian apologist 
might legitimately point out that at least die Athenians did not 
pretend that these victims were citizens, with immortal souls, 
and that only the most loutish slaves were sent there. But it was 
horrible. Partly, no doubt, it was a case of ‘out of sight is out 
of mind’, partly that the mines could hardly have been worked 
at all without something of the sort. Most civilizations have 
their private horrors: we kill 4,000 citizens annually on the 
roads because our present way of life could not odierwise 
continue. To understand is not necessarily to pardon, but there 
is no harm in trying to understand. 

As for the (estimated) 50,000 in industry, that sounds an 
enormous number in proportion to die whole population. If 
we in Great Britain had a comparable number of industrial 
slaves - say ten millions - we should all be living in extreme 
comfort - but for the laws of economics, which would assuredly 

1. A. W. Gomme, History of Greece, vol. I, in History of European Civilization 
(Eyre). This is perhaps the best short history of Greek civilization. It will soon 
be re-issued separately by the Oxford Press. 
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sec to it that we were worse off than ever. But in trying to 
estimate the economic and social effect of these 50,000 slaves, 
wc should remember that in the absence of machinery their 
labour did not produce a great surplus for others to live on: 
some, certainly, but not a lot. There was a very effective limit 
to the employment of industrial slaves: in slack times an idle 
slave was a dead loss. He had to be fed, and his capital value 
was less. Therefore we find that the normal ‘factory’ employed 
both slaves and citizens - the citizens could be ‘turned off’. 
The ‘factory’ was invariably a very small affair indeed: if it 
employed as many as twenty slaves, it was a really big concern. 
Thanks to the recent discovery of certain inscriptions, we 
happen to know something of the business side of some of the 
Acropolis buildings. Athens, we know, was a slave-owning 
state: we confidently expect therefore that the Parthenon and 
the Erechtheum and the rest were each built by a contractor 
using teams of slaves. On reflection, it is perhaps rather foolish 
to suppose that architecture and sculpture of this quality - so 
grave, so humane, so intelligent - should be created by slave¬ 
owners: these buildings are so different from the Pyramids. 
And we fmd diat in fact nothing of the sort was done, but 
something else just as incredible. These buildings were erected 
through thousands of separate contracts: one citizen with one 
slave contracts to bring ten cartloads of marble from Pentelicus; 
or a citizen employing two Athenians and owning tliree slaves 
contracts for the fluting of one column. There was slavery, and 
it helped, like an auxiliary engine: but to suggest that it was 
the mainstay of Athenian economy is a serious exaggeration, 
and to say that it set the tone of society and estranged the 
ordinary citizen from hard work is ludicrous. What it did do 
was to keep down the level of wages: for if it became more 
profitable, in the long run, to buy a slave, no one would 
employ free labour - but slave-owning was a tricky business. 

In our search, then, for the origin of the spare time which 
Athenians seemed to have in such abundance, we must give 
due importance, and no more, to slavery. For die most part, 
this merely increased the leisure of those who were already 
fairly comfortable. We must give a great deal more importance. 
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I think, to the extremely simple standard of life on which even 
the wealthy Athenian lived. His house, his furniture, his dress, 
his food, were such that the British artisan would reject with 
contempt - and indeed in the British climate he could not 
subsist on it. 

It is of course true that machinery produces for us most of 
the thousands of things winch we have and the Greeks did not, 
but this cuts both ways. We are considering at the moment not 
comfort but leisure - which the Greek prized above everything 
except glory: and it is not evident that machinery has in general 
much increased our leisure. It has enormously increased the 
complications of life, so that of the time saved us by machine- 
production a great deal is taken away from us by the extra 
work which a machine-age creates. 

In the third place, when the reader has calculated how much 
of his working time is consumed in helping him to pay for 
things which die Greek simply did without - things like 
settees, collars and ties, bedclothes, laid-on water, tobacco, tea 
and the Civil Service - let him reflect on the time-using 
occupations that we follow and he did not - reading books ana 
newspapers, travelling daily to work, pottering about the 
house, mowing the lawn - grass being, in our climate, one of 
die bitterest enemies of social and intellectual life. Again, the 
daily round was ordered not by the clock but by the sun, since 
there was no effective artificial light. Activity began at dawn. 
In Plato’s Protagoras an eager young man wants to see Socrates 
in a hurry, and calls on him so early that Socrates is still in bed 
(or rather, ‘on’ bed, wrapped presumably in his cloak), and the 
young man has to feel his way to the bed because it is not yet 
light. Plato obviously thinks that this call was indeed made on 
the early side, but it was nothing outrageous. We envy, per~ 
haps, ordinary Athenians who seem to be able to spend a 
couple of hours in die afternoon at the baths or a gymnasium 
(a spacious athletic and cultural centre provided by die public 
tor itself). We cannot afford to take time off in the middle 
of the day like this. No: but we get up at seven, and what with 
shaving, having breakfast, and putting on the complicated 
panoply which we wear, we are not ready for anything until 
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8.30. The Greek got up as soon as it was light, shook out the 
blanket in which he had slept, draped it elegantly around him¬ 
self as a suit, had a beard and no breakfast, and was ready to face 
the world in five minutes. The afternoon, in fact, was not the 
middle of his day, but very near the end of it. 

Finally, many forms of public service were paid for, in¬ 
cluding eventually attendance at the Assembly. Athens in fact 
found what we have found during this century, that if we want 
the ordinary citizen to give up time for public work we must 
indemnify him for the loss of his time - though we have not 
yet set up a public fund to enable the poor to pay for their 
seats in a state theatre which we do not possess. Members of the 
B011I6, the archons and other officials, and the jurymen who 
manned the courts were paid, though modestly, from public 
funds; and these, to some extent, were the profits of the empire. 
It seems clearly established that in the fourth century Athenian 
citizens played a smaller part, and the resident aliens a greater, 
in the industry and trade of Attica, and the reason is not that the 
Athenians were living more on slavery, but that they were 
living more on the state. 

This experiment in democratic government is one that can 
never be repeated, unless once again there should arise in- 
; dependent states small enough to walk across in two days. The 
confident way in wliich the Athenians carried to its logical 
extreme their desire to participate direedy and personally in 
every aspect of government sounds almost like a deliberate 
challenge to the weakness of human nature. Is it possible for a 
whole people to have the sustained wisdom and self-control 
to manage its own affairs wisely? Can a people control an 
empire and its own finances, widiout becoming corrupt? Can it 
run a war? What are the temptations and dangers that assail a 
democracy? Athens provides almost a laboratory experiment 
in popular government: except that it all happened so long 
ago, and so far away, and in a language which is so very dead, 
it might almost be worth our while today to pay it some 
attention. 
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THE GREEKS AT WAR 

The Greek world was now divided. On the one side was the 
Athenian Empire, which men openly called a ‘tyranny*; on the 
other, Sparta, the Peloponnesian League, and a number of 
states (notably in Boeotia) that sympathized with Sparta: the 
first group strong at sea, die second strong on land; the first in 
the main Ionian, the second Dorian - not that this division in 
itself counted for much; Athens favouring, even insisting on, 
democratic constitutions among her allies, the other group 
favouring oligarchies, or, at die most, limited democracies. It 
is a familiar situation. There was a general sentiment that 
Athens was behaving intolerably in restricting the autonomy 
of her nominal allies: this enabled Sparta to conic forward as 
the champion of Greek freedom. There was also trade rivalry 
between Adieus and Corindi, and the fear in Corinth that her 
commerce with the Western Greeks was being threatened. 
In the event, it was the Corinthians who persuaded the 
Spartans to take up die Adienian challenge: we quoted above 
a character-sketch of the Athenian people given on this 
occasion by a Corindiian speaker at Sparta. 

This war was the turning-point in the history of the Greek 
polis. It lasted almost continuously from 431 to 404-twenty- 
seven years of it. But for brief intermissions, fighting went on in 
almost every part of the Greek world - all over the Aegean, 
in and about Chalcidice, in Boeotia, around the coasts of the 
Peloponnese, in nordi-west Greece, in Sicily, where two 
powerful expeditionary forces of the Athenians were destroyed 
widi scarcely a survivor: and Attica, all but the city and the 
Piraeus, which were enclosed by a single line of fortifications, 
was left open to the Spartan armies and systematically devas- I 
tated. In the second year of the war, when the country-dwellers \ 
of Attica had been forced to abandon their homes to the enemy 
and to take refuge within the walls, living where they coula, 
plague broke out and raged for months. Thucydides (who 
caught it but recovered) gives, in Iris apparently calm manner, 
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an account of it that still makes the blood run cold: he makes a 
particular point of the moral break-down which it caused, for 
in this agony obedience to law, religion, honesty and decency 
vanished. Something like a quarter of the polis died, including 
Pericles: yet Athens recovered, swept the seas, imported her 
com regularly, sent out navies and armies, and on two or three 
occasions could have made peace on favourable terms; until, 
twenty-five years after the plague, sh$ lost her last fleet in a 
humiliating way, and had to submit to the mercy of Sparta. 

Yet all this time the life of the polis went on. Nothing of im¬ 
portance was decided except by the people in Assembly: 
generals were elected, second, third and fourth fronts opened, 
peace terms discussed, reports from the front considered, by 
this Assembly of all citizens. Only once during the war did its 
nerve fail, after the Sicilian catastrophe: then the Assembly was 
tricked into surrendering its powers to a smaller body - which 
was in fact only a screen for a determined group of oligarchs. 
These reigned in terror for a few months: then they were over¬ 
thrown, and a limited democracy was introduced (highly 
praised by Thucydides); but soon the old Assembly was in 
charge again, open to all. 

But not only did the political life continue: the intellectual 
and artistic life continued too. To those who remember the 
breakdown of our cultural life in the First World War - the 
nervous anxiety of authorities to shut down everything possible 
(except Business, which was to be ‘as usual’), the popular 
frenzy which made it unpatriotic to listen to Beethoven and 
Wagner, the follies of censors, the degradation of the theatre 
- it is humiliating to contemplate Athens at war. With no less 
at stake, with the enemy still nearer - even camped in Attica, 
with no smaller a proportion of citizens killed and families 
bereaved, the Athenians continued their festivals, not as self- 
indulgence but as a part of the life which they were fighting 
for. In the drama produced for them, and in their name, 
Sophocles, without a word about the war, continued to brood 
on the ultimate problems of human life and human character, 
Euripides to expose the hollowness of victory and die ugliness 
of revenge, and, most astonishing of all, Aristophanes to 
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ridicule popular leaders, generals and die sovereign people 
itself, to express his loathing of the war and the delights of 

I ieace in comedies compounded of wit, fantasy, buffoonery, 
yrical beauty, uproarious indecency and highbrow parody. 

And all this time Socrates was in Athens, discussing, arguing, 
criticizing - except when he was at Poteidaea, fighting heroically 
in the ranks - trying to convince whoever would listen that 
the good of the soul was the supreme good, and rigorous 
dialectic the only means to its attainment. 

On the other hand, when we turn to the closing years of the 
war, wc find as much to pity and condemn as before we had to 
admire - when wc see this same people torn with faction, en¬ 
trusting themselves to dieir brilliant and unscrupulous 
Alcibiades who had in turn betrayed both Athens and Sparta: 
snatching apparent victory out of defeat, but throwing away 
the victory and turning savagely on the generals who had made 
it for them: still capable of blazing energy, and then losing all 
- as it seems - through one day's carelessness. There are few 
episodes in history more revealing of human character in its 
strength and its weakness than this war; and die fact that one 
can feel like this about it is due almost entirely to the genius of 
its contemporary historian, Thucydides. 

Rather than give a formal account of the war, I will translate 
or paraphrase a few passages of Thucydides' history, hoping that 
this will give the reader an impression of the man himself, of 
the Greeks in action, of the Athenian Assembly in action, of its 
influence on the lives of the citizens, and of the tragic decline 
of the Athenian spirit under the stress of war. Thucydides was 
a wealthy Athenian of good birth, an admirer of Pericles but 
not of his successors, a strategos in the early stages of the war, 
and a writer whose mind makes an overwhelming impression 
on his reader. For concentrated power and profound compre¬ 
hension of things only two other Greek writers can stand with 
Thucydides: one is Aeschylus, and the other is die poet who 
wrote the Iliad . 

We may begin with Thucydides’ report of a debate in the 
Assembly just before the outbreak of the war. An embassy had 
come from Sparta making certain diplomatic demands on the 



THE GREEKS AT WAR 


139 


Athenians, particularly that they should rescind an embargo 
on trading with Megara, a member of the Peloponnesian 
alliance. Finally, the last ambassadors came from Sparta, 
namely Rhamphias, Melcsippins and Agesander, and said 
nothing on the matters mentioned before, but only this: ‘The 
Spartans want peace to continue, and it would, if you were to 
leave the Greeks independent/ The Athenians 1 called an 
Assembly and submitted this for discussion, and decided to 
debate and reply to all these demands once and for all. Many 
spoke on each side, some arguing that they should go to war, 
others that they should rescind the Megarian decree and not 
allow it to stand in the way of peace. Finally there came for¬ 
ward Pericles son of Xanthippus, the leading citizen of the 
time, and the most able, whether in speech or action. He 
advised them in these terms. 

I maintain the same opinion as always, that we should make no 
concessions to Sparta, though I kuow that men who are persuaded to 
declare war change their minds when they are in the midst of die war, 
and allow their judgment to be altered by events. But it is clear to me 
that I must give you the same advice as before, and of those of you 
who are persuaded to vote for war I make this demand, that you will 
support our common resolution if we meet with reverses, and if we 
succeed, that you will make no claim to special intelligence, because 
if often happens that both actions and decisions have quite unexpected 
results, wherefore things that turn out contrary to our calculations we 
attribute to Chance. 

With such introduction, commending constancy and 
modesty in judgment, Pericles proceeds to a closely-reasoned 
argument designed to prove that concession, even on a trifle, 
would be interpreted as timidity and would bring fresh de¬ 
mands; and that if it should come to war the Peloponnesians 
would not prevail, because of their lack of resources and unity. 
‘If we were islanders/ he said, ‘who would be more im¬ 
pregnable? We ought then to think of ourselves as islanders; 
to resign our land and houses and to guard the seas and the city 8 

1. Namely, the Boul 6 . 

2. This implies, obviously, that Pericles’ audience, in the main, lives in 
Attica and not in Athens and the Piraeus. 
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and not to risk useless battles for Attica. We should lament not 
the houses and land, but the lives lost, for it is not these things 
that gain men, but men gain these. If I thought you would do 
it, I would urge you to go out and ravage them yourselves, to 
show the Peloponnesians that this will not bring them victory. 
I have other grounds of confidence, if you will refrain from 
trying to win more territory; for I am more afraid of our own 
mistakes than of the enemy’s designs/ So, suggesting an answer 
that was firm without being defiant, Pericles sat down. It was 
for the Assembly to decide: ‘and the Athenians, thinking that 
he gave the best advice, voted as he had recommended*. 
The Spartan envoys returned home, and no more came to 
Athens. 

The War was precipitated by a sudden attack of Thebes on 
Plataea, which will be related later. The Spartans invaded 
Attica, and settled down to ravage the lands of the important 
village or town of Achamae. ‘When the Athenians saw the 
army at Acharnac, only six miles from the city, they thought 
it intolerable, and a great indignity, that the enemy should be 
ravaging their land before their eyes - a thing that the younger 
men had never seen, and the older men only in the Persian 
Wars. All of them, especially the younger men, were resolved 
to go out against them, and not to put up with it. They met in 
groups, and there was hot debate, some urging them to go out, 
others trying to persuade them not to. Prophets too were 
reciting all kinds of oracles and were eagerly listened to. The 
Acharnians, knowing that they composed a large part of the 
Athenian army, urged them to march out, since it was dieir 
land that was being ravaged. The city was excited in every 
possible way. They were angry with Pericles, and forgot all the 
advice he had given them, and reviled him because he was 
general, and refused to lead them out, and they held him 
responsible for all that was happening to them. But Pericles, 
seeing that they were angry ana in no wise frame of mind, and 
being quite certain that he was correct in refusing to attack the 
enemy, did not call an Assembly or any other (informal) 
meeting, lest they should commit themselves by meeting in an 
angry rather than a judicial frame of mind. Therefore he 
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concerned himself with the defence of the city, and kept it as 
calm as he could; but he did continually send out cavalry, to 
keep the enemy from the land near the city/ - Later in the 
year he counter-attacked by sending a fleet to ravage the 
coasts of the Peloponnesc. 

I have quoted this incident for the reason which no doubt 
impelled Thucydides to recount it, namely to suggest how 
precarious, in die Athenian way of life, were the defences 
against folly: practically nothing, in fact, but the combined 
good sense of the populace. A strong popular impulse - ‘Start 
the Second Front now’ - did not exhaust itself in remarks 
chalked on walls, or in newspaper agitation: it could be carried 
straight to the Assembly and put into action immediately. 
This of itself encouraged a sense of responsibility; as did die 
fact that any citizen demanding that (for example) ‘a second 
front be opened now* would be expected to show how, where 
and with what forces it should be done. The ‘State* was not a 
fairy godmother, administered by experts; it was himself and 
the men sitting round him and listening to him. 

When the long war had widened the gap, not between 
nobles and commons, nor between rich and poor, but between 
the commercial and industrial class, which prospered, and the 
agricultural, which suffered: and when the city had as leaders 
not the far-sighted and independent Pericles, but men of less 
wisdom and meaner spirit, more disposed to foment and ex¬ 
ploit than to restrain outbursts of popular emotion, then these 
defences against folly were not strong enough. # 

A similar moment occurred in the next year of the war, one 
of die blackest moments diat Athens experienced; for not only 
were the Spartans in Attica for the second time, but also 
Athens had just been swept by the awful plague - the one con¬ 
sequence of Pericles , strategy which Pericles could not have 
foreseen. \.. They changed their minds, and blamed Pericles, 
thinking that he had persuaded them to go to war, and that he 
was the source of their misfortunes. They were anxious to make 
terms with Sparta, and did send envoys, but with no success. 
In their despair, they were violent against Pericles. He there¬ 
fore called an Assembly (since he was still general), seeing that 
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they were enraged, and in fact were doing exactly what he 
expected them to do.* 

Pericles’ speech (too long to quote, even in Thucydides* 
summary) is remarkable, and so is the reception of it by this 
desperate people. It is remarkable to find a popular leader 
speaking in so lofty a tone, and relying so entirely on argument 
- whether good or bad argument is not to our present point. 
The general tenor of the speech is as follows: 

I have summoned diis special Assembly to remind you of certain 
facts, and to protest against some of your errors. Remember, it is 
more important for the Polis to prosper than its individual members, 
for if the individual members prosper and the polis is ruined, then 
they are ruined with her, hut if a citizen is unfortunate while die city 
is not, he has a much better hope of mending Ills fortunes. 

You, in your private afflictions, arc angry with me that I persuaded 
you to declare war. Therefore you are angry also widi yourselves, 
that you voted with me. You took me to be what I think I am, 
superior to most in foresight, in oratorical ability - for if a man cannot 
explain himself clearly, he might as well have no foresight - in 
patriotism, and in personal honesty. But if you voted with me be¬ 
cause you took me to be like this, you cannot fairly charge me with 
doing you an injury. I have not changed: it is you who have changed. 
A calamity has befallen you, and you cannot persevere in die policy you 
chose when all was well: it is die weakness of your resolution that 
makes my advice seem to have been wrong. It is die unexpected that 
most breaks a man's spirit. 

You have a great polis, and a great reputation; you must be worthy 
of them. Half die world is yours - the sea. Attica you must think of as 
only a small garden, surrounding a mansion. If you shrink from the 
labours of sovereignty, do not claim any of its honours: and do n6t 
think that you can safely lay down an empire which is in fact a 
tyranny. For you, the alternative to empire is slavery. 

The blows of die enemy we must bear with courage: those of the 
gods, with resignation. You must not blame me for misfortunes which 
are beyond calculation, unless you are going also to give me the 
credit for successes which were uncalculated. 

‘By this speech*, says Thucydides, "Pericles tried to divert the 
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Athenians* wrath from himself and their thoughts from their 
present distress. In point of policy, they were persuaded by 
him, and no longer sought to make peace ... but they did not 
cease from their public displeasure towards him until they had 
fined him in a sum of money. But not long afterwards - such 
is the way in which a crowd behaves - they elected him general 
again, and committed everything to him.* 

When we reflect that this plague was as awful as the Plague 
of London, and that the Athenians had the additional horror of 
being cooped up inside their fortifications by the enemy with¬ 
out, we must admire the greatness of the man who could talk 
to his fellow-citizens like this, and the greatness of the people 
who could not only listen to such a speech at such a time but 
actually be substantially persuaded by it. Athenian democracy 
had many faults and many failures, but a true appraisal of it 
will take account of its effect on the mental and moral stamina 
of the Athenian people. It may be held to have failed, but if 
this judgment is a true one it is a judgment less on a political 
system than on the capacities of human nature. 

Pericles died a few months later, having himself barely re¬ 
covered from an attack of the plague. Thucydides goes on, in 
his restrained manner, to pay a magnificent tribute to a very 
great man, contrasting him with his successors, who, disregard¬ 
ing Pericles* advice not to try to extend die empire during the 
war, ‘did the very opposite: and tlirough private ambition and 
for private gain they followed an evil policy in respect both of 
Athens and of the allies, in matters which seemed to have 
nothing to do with die war: which, if successful, brought 
honour and profit to individuals, but, if unsuccessful, harmed 
the polis in the prosecution of the war.* 

Space must be found for one more ‘parliamentary debate*. 
In 428 Lesbos revolted. Lesbos, a large island, widi MitylcbiS 
as its chief city, was one of the few ‘independent’ allies left, and 
the revolt was a deadly threat to Athens. The Lesbians had 
relied on Spartan help, which never came: the revolt was 
crushed, the Lesbians submitting at discretion. How were they 
to be treated? It was for the Assembly to decide, and a domin¬ 
ating figure in the Assembly now was a leather-manufacturer, 
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Cleon (whom Aristophanes mercilessly satirized as a violent 
and illiterate buffoon). He was obviously an able man, and a 
good speaker - though not in the Pcriclean tradition - since 
otherwise he could not have impressed himself on the Assem¬ 
bly, but he was a man of coarse fibre and a vulgar mind. He 
persuaded the Athenians that they must take the ‘strong line’, 
and that evening a ship was sent to Mitylene with instructions 
to die Athenian commander that all the men were to be put to 
death and the women and children sold into slavery. 

‘The next day there was a feeling of repentance: they reflec¬ 
ted that the decree was cruel and indiscriminate, to slay a whole 
polls and not the guilty only / Envoys from Mitylene, lakingad- 
vantageofthis, and with the help of some Athenians, persuaded 
the authorities to summon the Assembly again immediately. 

After several speeches on each side (not reported by Thucy¬ 
dides), Cleon got up. His speech may be summarized thus: 

This debate only confirms me in my belief that a democracy can¬ 
not rule an Empire. Your allies are bound to you not by their advant¬ 
age but by your power, so that any pity you show now will win you 
no gratitude, but will be taken as a sign of weakness, and others will 
rebel if they see that it is possible to rebel with impunity. Of all 
political faults, uncertainty is the worst. It is better to have bad laws 
than to be continually changing them; what is once resolved must 
stand. The duller citizen usually manages better than the clever one: 
he is content to obey the laws, and judges speeches in an honest and 
practical way, while the other man tries to appear cleverer than the 
laws, and treats speeches as oratorical performances, to be criticized as 
such. These are the men who have reopened this debate: no doubt they 
will try to prove that the Mitylcneans have rendered us a service, not 
done us an injury. It is your fault, because you treat a deliberative 
assembly as if it were a theatre-show. Mitylene has done you more 
injury than any single city ever has. Their revolt was wanton, lacking 
any excuse or justification. Let them be punished as they deserve: 
what they did was deliberate, and it is only what is involuntary that 
can be excused. And make no foolish distinction between aristocrats 
and commoners. The commoners joined the others against us. They 
would have profited by the revolt had it succeeded; as it failed, let 
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them pay, or you will have no allies left. Pity is due to the com¬ 
passionate, not to sworn enemies: moderation should be shown to 
those who will be well-disposed to you in die future, not to those 
whose hatred of you will not be lessened: and as for that third im¬ 
pediment to empire, delight in oratory - and oratory can be bought - 
let the clever speakers display their skill on diings of small importance. 

A clever speech, with just enough truth in. it to conceal, 
partially, its flattery of the vulgar and its encouragement of the 
violent - but one wonders if Cleon would have dared to speak 
like this in the presence of Pericles. 

He was answered by a man who is never mentioned else¬ 
where, but whose name deserves to live - as Thucydides has 
made it live: Diodotus the son of Eucrates. 

Haste goes with folly, passion widi coarseness and meanness of mind; 
bodi arc die enemies of wise counsel. He who argues diat acts are not 
to be expounded in speech is cither stupid or dishonest; stupid if he 
thinks that he can express himself in any odier way about what is 
future and uncertain, dishonest if he shrinks from advocating a 
discreditable cause, but instead tries to confound his opponent and 
his audience by calumny. Most malignant of all are diose who hint 
diat orators are bribed: die imputation of ignorance can be borne, but 
not diat of bribery, for if die orator is neverdieless successful, he is sus¬ 
pected, while if lie fails, he is thought incapable and dishonest too. So 
good men are deterred from giving die city their advice, and wise coun¬ 
sel, honestly given, has come to be suspected no less than bad counsel. 

But I have risen not to defend the Mityleneans, nor to accuse any¬ 
one else. The question is not dieir guilt but our interests, and we are 
deliberating not about the present, and what dicy may deserve, but 
about the future, and how they may be of best service to us. Cleon 
asserts that to put diem to deadi will best serve us, by discouraging 
odiers from revolting: I explicidy contradict diis. 

For die deadi penalty has been enacted in many cities for various 
offences, yet men commit diem, urged on by hope of success: and no 
city has ever rebelled except in the conviction that the rebellion would 
succeed. Men are naturally disposed to do wrong, in public and private 
matters, and increasingly severe penalties have failed to check this; 
but poverty inspires recklessness through necessity, and wealdi inspires 
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ambition through liybris and pride, and the other stations of life inspire 
their passions. The attempt is suggested by Hope; Desire assists Hope; 
Chance urges men on the more, by sometimes giving unexpected 
success, and so encouraging men to run risks beyond their resources. 
Moreover, each individual, when acting with others, carries his own 
ideas to the extremes. Let us not therefore do something foolish by 
trusting to the death penalty, and allowing no possibility to those who 
have revolted of changing tlieii minds. At present, if a city in rebellion 
finds that it cannot succeed, it will come to terms while it can still pay 
us an indemnity: but Cleon’s policy would compel every rebellious 
city to hold out to the uttermost, and to leave us nothing but ruins. 
Moreover, at present the commons in every city are well disposed to 
you: if the aristocrats rebel, either they do not join them, or reluctant¬ 
ly. In Mitylene the common people did not assist die rebellion, and, 
when they got arms, surrendered the city to you: if now you kill 
them, you will play into the hands of the aristocrats. 

No more than Cleon do I wish you to be guided only by pity and 
moderation, but I ask you to give sober trial to the ringleaders, and 
let the rest go unpunished. This is the advantageous policy and the 
strong policy, because the party wliich deliberates wisely against his 
enemy is more formidable than the one which acts with a violence 
borne of recklessness. 

The voting was close, but Diodotus won. 

And at once they sent another warship with all speed, dxat they 
might not find die polis already destroyed, since the first ship had the 
start of a day and a night. The envoys from Mitylene provided wine 
and barley-cakes for the crew, and promised great rewards if they 
should get there first. Such zeal did die crew show that diey ate and 
drank as they rowed, and slept in turns. And as there happened to 
be no head-wiud, and since the first ship had not made any haste on so 
repugnant an errand, while the second raced forward as I have de¬ 
scribed, Paches (die Athenian commander) had read the decree and 
was about to execute it when the second ship came to land and 
prevented the massacre. So close did Mitylene come to destruction. 

This debate, its occasion and its results, suggests many reflec¬ 
tions: on the savagery of warfare among these civilized Greeks, 
hardly equalled until our own civilized times: on the satisfying 
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fullness of life in Athens, when the ordinary citizen was called 
on to decide matters of tills magnitude and of this complexity. 
It is no wonder that he resented tyranny and oligarchy, which, 
while leaving him defenceless in other respects, took out of his 
life this absorbing and responsible activity. But let us consider 
rather Diodotus’ speech. In the first place there is a complete 
absence of emotionalism. Appeals to pity are expressly dis¬ 
claimed: Diodotus draws no pictures of rows of bodies lying 
on the Lesbian seashore, weeping widows and orphans being 
driven into captivity: he argues his case solely on grounds of 
expediency - that is, of common sense. It would be a grave 
error to argue from this that Diodotus, and the Athenians in 
general, were cold-blooded addicts of statecraft: the very 
same crowd of citizens which took part in this debate may 
have met, the next week, in the theatre and witnessed a play by 
Euripides, a play like the Hecuba or the Trojan Women, on this 
very theme, the cruelty and the futility of vengeance: a play 
officially produced, chosen by the responsible archon. We have 
no right to assume that Diodotus felt no emotion. The occa¬ 
sion, in his view, called for reason, not for emotion; he will meet 
Cleon not by displaying finer feelings but by using finer argu¬ 
ments. In this respect this speech is like Greek poetry and Greek 
art: the intellectual control of feeling increases the total effect. 

In another respect both these speeches are typically Greek - 
though my condensed paraphrase has scarcely done justice to 
it: the passion for generalizing. Diodotus’ last sentence will 
serve as an example. The Greek was not happy unless he could 
relate the particular instance to general law; it is in generality 
that the truth can be seen and tested. 

It would be interesting to follow, in Thucydides, the con¬ 
duct of the Assembly throughout the war: to see how a certain 
irresponsibility grew - Cleon’s remarks about the theatre being 
already an indication of this; how it became more impatient of 
control, whether of prudence or of its own laws; how Cleon’s 
doctrine of Force more and more prevailed, notably in the bar¬ 
barous treatment of Melos, an innocent neutral; how the 
Assembly turned its fury on unsuccessful commanders, and 
even on successful ones, until one begins to wonder why any 
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general ever risked serving his country. In spite of a few out¬ 
standing instances of moderation and true nobility, it is on the 
whole a melancholy record of degeneration under the stress of 
war and opportunist leadership: and Thucydides’ tragic history 
should be read for what he intended itto be, not merely a record 
of what a particular people did in these particular circumstances, 
but an analysis of human behaviour in politics and war. 

But since to do this properly would require a book in itself, 
it cannot be done here: and since we have so far been con¬ 
cerned exclusively with one Greek city, wc may end this chap¬ 
ter with two incidents that will take us further afield. 

The first is in the nature of a snapshot. It will show us a little 
of the fortunes of quite an ordinary Greek polis in the war, and 
something of the Athenian Empire from the point of view of a 
subject-ally. Sparta produced during the war only one man 
who was both something of a genius and an attractive person - 
Brasidas. He conducted a brilliant campaign in northern 
Greece, where Athens had many maritime allies, especially the 
important town ot Amphipolis, which he captured. (Incident¬ 
ally, Thucydides liimself was the Athenian commander at the 
time in this region, and for his failure to be on the spot soon 
enough to save Amphipolis he was exiled from Athens, and 
did not return until the war came to an end, twenty years later. 
Yet he narrates this in the most severely objective way, with¬ 
out a word of self-defence, and docs not even mention his 
exile except much later, in quite a different context.) 

The same summer Brasidas, with the Chalcidians, marched upon 
Acanthus, a little before the vintage. O11 die question of admitting 
him die Acanthians were divided; there were those who had joined 
widi the Chalcidians in inviting him, and the commons, who were 
opposed to it. However, when they were urged by Brasidas to admit 
him only, and to decide after hearing what he had to say, they did 
admit him, dirough fear for dieir fruit which was still out. He came 
before the people to speak - and he was a very competent speaker, for 
a Spartan. 

Brasidas presents the Spartan case, that they are liberating 
Greece from the Athenian tyranny. He professes astonishment 
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that at the end of a dangerous march through Greece he should 
find the gates of Acanthus shut against him. He promises that 
if they cornc over to the Spartan alliance they shall have com¬ 
plete independence, and that Sparta will not interfere in any 
way with their internal politics. If they refuse, he will, justly 
but reluctantly, ravage their country. 

Brasidas was an honest man, and his speech, in the circum¬ 
stances, was conciliatory: moreover, Greece in general did not 
yet know the value of Spartan promises, which was nothing. 
So, ‘the Acanthians, after many had spoken on both sides, gave 
their votes in secret: and because the promises which Brasidas 
made were attractive, and because they were afraid for their 
fruit, the majority was in favour of revolting from the 
Athenians. They pledged Brasidas to the oaths which the 
Spartan authorities swore before sending him out, that those 
he won over should be independent allies, and on this under¬ 
standing they admitted the army. Not long after, Stagirus also 
joined them in revolt. Such were the events of this summer/ 

Let our last picture of Greeks at war be the beginning of the 
tragic story of Plataca. Plataea was a small city in Boeotia, 
near the Attic frontier. The Boeotian cities as a whole were 
oligarchic, and normally were in alliance with Thebes, the 
most important of them. Plataea was democratic, and in 
friendly relations with the Athenians: it will be remembered 
that the Plataeans were the only Greeks who helped Athens at 
Marathon. This connexion between a Boeotian city and Athens 
was a constant irritation to Thebes, and in 431, amid all the 
tension that immediately preceded the war, the following 
event helped to precipitate it: 

At the beginning of spring about 300 Thebans, in arms, entered 
Plataea at about the first watch of the night under the command of 
two of the generals of the Boeotian Confederacy. They had been in¬ 
vited, and were admitted into the city, by certain Plataeans, Nauclei- 
des and his associates, who wanted to destroy their opponents and 
to make the city over to the Thebans in order to secure power for 
themselves. The Thebans, for their part, saw that war was coming, 
and were anxious to secure Plataea before it broke out. As it was 
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peace-time no watch was set, which made it easier for them to enter 
the town. They grounded arms in the marketplace. Those who had 
brought them in urged diem to go at once to the houses of their 
enemies: but they resolved instead to attempt conciliation and to win 
over die city by agreement, thinking that this would be the best 
method. They made proclamation therefore that any citizen should 
take his weapons and join diem who wished to be an ally of the 
Boeotians according to the traditional usages. 

When the Plataeans learned diat the Thebans were in the city, they 
were terrified. They imagined (since dicy could not sec diem in the 
dark) that diey were much more numerous than they were, and agreed 
to the terms without resistance, since the Thebans were offering 
violence to nobody. But while dicy were negotiating, they saw that 
die Thebans were not many, and thought diat they might easily over¬ 
power them, for the majority of the Plataeans had no desire to 
abandon die alliance with Athens. They decided to make die at¬ 
tempt. They began to assemble by knocking holes through the party- 
walls of the houses, that they might not be seen walking through the 
streets; they put waggons across the streets as barriers, and took other 
appropriate measures. When all was ready, they fell upon them before 
dawn, when die Thebans would be at a disadvantage in a strange town. 

When the Thebans saw that they had been deceived, they closed 
their ranks and tried to repel the assault. Two or three times they drove 
diem back; but the Plataeans charged them again with great uproar, 
and at die same time women and slaves on the roofs, yelling and 
screaming, kept hurling stones and tiles at them, and heavy rain had 
come on too during the night; so that the Thebans became panic- 
stricken and fled through the town. But most of them were unfamiliar 
with it, and did not know, in the darkness and the mud, where to turn 
for safety, so that many were killed. One of the plataeans had closed 
the gate by which they had entered, using the spike of a javelin for a 
bolt, so that there was no escape that way. Some of them, to avoid the 
pursuers, climbed die city-wall and jumped down: most of diem were 
killed. Some, but not many, got dirough an unguarded gate, for a 
woman gave them an axe with wliich diey cut dirough the bar. The 
greater number, keeping together, rushed into a large building of 
which the doors were open, diinking diat these were city-gates. The 
Plataeans, finding them trapped, debated whether to set fire to the 
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building and bum them where they stood, but in the end they 
accepted the unconditional surrender of these and of other Thebans 
whom they found wandering about the city. 

These unfortunates were first used as hostages to compel the 
advancing Theban army to leave Plataea, then they were put 
to death out of hand - more sensible advice from Athens com¬ 
ing too late. The end of the story, and the end of Plataea, may 
be told briefly. The city was beleaguered by the Peloponnesians: 
half-way through the siege part of the inhabitants daringly 
escaped through the enemy’s lines and got safe to Athens: 
finally the rest surrendered, on the terms that ‘they should sub¬ 
mit to the Spartans as their judges, who would punish the 
guilty, but none contrary to justice’. The Spartan conception 
ofjustice was to ask each Plataean individually whether during 
the present war he had done anything to help Sparta and her 
allies. A Plataean spokesman pointed out that there was no 
reason why they should have done, since they had the express 
treaty-right to be in alliance with Athens, if they chose; he 
referred also to the notable services which his city rendered to 
Greece during both Persian Wars, and a later service rendered to 
Sparta: he reminded the Spartans too what infamy and odium 
they would incur in the eyes of Greece by destroying a city so 
renowned as Plataea - but all to no purpose. The Spartans re¬ 
peated their auestion, ‘Have you rendered Sparta any service in 
this war?’ Of those who said No, the men were killed and the 
women were sold into siavery. ‘Such then was the endof Plataea, 
in the ninety-third year after they became allies of the Athenians/ 

Thucydides, by design, describes this horrible affair imme¬ 
diately after Mitylene. The contrast is notable. In Athens the 
voice of humanity had at least the opportunity of being heard, 
both in the Assembly and in the Theatre. Sparta had no poets 
now. It is likely that it was the Spartan treatment of the 
Plataeans that moved Euripides to write his Andromache, & play 
about Hector’s captive Queen, which the poet turns into a 
passionate attack on Spartan cruelty and duplicity. Yet so far 
did the Athenians too give way to the philosophy of naked 
force that they themselves, some ten years later, committed a 
worse crime, in attacking the neutral and unoffending island of 
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Melos and killing or enslaving the inhabitants. Thucydides, 
quite unhistoricaliy, sets forth in a formal dialogue the political 
and moral issues involved. He makes no comment; but he 
passes at once to the mad folly, as he saw it, of the disastrous 
Athenian attack on Sicily. Thucydides, like most Greek artists, 
is constructional, not representational, expressing his deepest 
thoughts in the architectural disposition of his material. 


IX 

THE DECLINE OF THE POLIS 

The Peloponnesian War virtually saw the end of the city-state 
as a creative force fashioning and fulfilling the lives of all its 
members. During the fourth century Greece steadily moves 
towards new ways of thought and a new way of life; so much 
so that to those who were born at die end of the century the 
age of Pericles must have seemed as remote, mentally, as the 
Middle Ages do to us. 

The political history of Greece during this century is con¬ 
fused, wearisome and depressing. A very brief summary will 
suffice. Sparta had won die war less by her own brilliance than 
through the mistakes of the Athenians, and because she had 
been more successful than Athens in getting Persian help - the 
price of which was the abandonment of Ionia. What Athens 
and Sparta together had won from Xerxes, Athens and Sparta 
at war gave back to Artaxerxes. The Athenian Empire was at 
an end, but the ‘liberation* promised by Sparta was such that 
many Greeks would willingly have gone back to Athenian 
‘tyranny’, for it .meant the imposition of oligarchies nearly 
everywhere, with a Spartan governor to keep order. It is 
during diis period that we see Sparta at her worst. The Spartan 
never learned to behave himself abroad. At home he was per¬ 
force obedient and frugal; abroad he could be trusted neither 
with authority nor with money. The ‘freedom’ now conferred 
on Greece was freedom for Sparta to bully whom she chose. 
The real beneficiary of the war was Persia; she had recovered 
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Ionia, and Greece in disunion could never take it back from her. 
Therefore die complete autonomy of every Greek city was do- 
sired by all-by the Greeks themselves, by Sparta, and by Persia. 

Among the oligarchies set up or supported by Sparta was a 
cruel and bloodthirsty group in Athens, known as ‘The Thirty’, 
led by one Critias, who had been an associate of Socrates. They 
ruled in terror for a few months, but oligarchy could not long 
survive in Attica. The democracy was restored, and widi a 
courage and a moderation which do something to atone for 
the folly and the occasional violence which the democracy dis¬ 
played during the war. It is true that the restored democracy 
was persuaded, in 399 B.C., to put Socrates to death, but this 
was far from being an act of brutal stupidity. Let the reader 
remember what had been seen and endured by the jury who 
tried this case - their city defeated, starved and dismantled by 
die Spartans, the democracy overthrown, and the people 
harried by a savage tyranny. Let him then reflect that the man 
who had done Athens most harm and had rendered die most 
outstanding services to Sparta was the Athenian aristocrat 
Alcibiades, and that this Alcibiadcs had been a constant asso¬ 
ciate of Socrates - and that die terrible Critias had been 
another. Let him reflect too that although Socrates had been a 
most conspicuously loyal citizen, he had been also an out¬ 
spoken critic of the democratic principle, it is no matter for 
surprise if many simple Athenians thought that the treachery 
of Alcibiades and the oligarchic fury of Critias and his crew 
were the direct result of Socrates’ teaching, and if many others, 
not unreasonably attributing the woes of the city to the upset¬ 
ting of traditional standards of behaviour and morality, fasten¬ 
ed some of the responsibility for this upon the continuous and 
public questioning of all things by Socrates. In such circum¬ 
stances, would Socrates be acquitted today by a Gallup poll, 
especially after making so uncompromising a defence? We 
may doubt if the figures would be more favourable to him - a 
majority of 60 out of 501. That the death penalty followed was 
of his own choosing; he deliberately refused to offer to go into 
exile, and, as deliberately, he refused to be smuggled out of 
prison. Nothing can be more sublime than the bearing of 
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Socrates during and after his trial, and this sublimity must not 
be sentimentalized by die representing of Socrates as the victim 
of an ignorant mob. His death was almost a Hegelian tragedy, 
a conflict in which both sides were right. 

The domination of Sparta did not last long; her high-handed 
violence raised against her a coalition of other cities which 
fought what was known as die Corindiian War. Peace came 
again in 387, in the disgraceful form of a Rescript from the 
Persian king, by which, once more, all Greek dries were to 
enjoy autonomy. The three leading cities now were Athens, 
Sparta and Thebes, any two of which were ready to combine 
to prevent the third from becoming too powerful. Athens was 
slowly reviving, both economically and politically; she even 
formed a second League, so necessary for the Aegean states 
was some form of central authority. Then occurred an event 
which shook Greece to its foundations. Thebes defeated the 
invincible Spartan army in a straight fight. They had at the 
moment what was rare in Thebes, two men of genius, Pelopi- 
das and Epaminondas, and these men had devised a new and 
bold military tactic. Instead of drawing up the heavy infantry 
in a line eight men deep (with cavalry and skirmishers on the 
flanks), they thinned one wing and the centre, and drew up 
the other wing to the extraordinary depth of fifty men. This 
mass of men, acting like a rugby scrum, broke through the 
Spartan line by its sheer weight, and the unbelievable had 
happened. But Thebes had no new political idea to contribute. 
Epaminondas marched four rimes into the Peloponnesus in 
order to create, against Sparta, a new centralized polis of the 
mountaineering Arcadians. In die last campaign he won 
another pitched battle, at Mantinaea, but he himself was killed, 
and the pre-cminencc of Thebes collapsed. It load given Sparta 
what she deserved - but diis particular piece of justice Greece 
could ill afford, with an unsuspected menace arising in the north. 

Macedonia had never counted as part of Greece. It was a 
wild and primitive country, barely united under a royal family 
that made pretensions to Hellenic descent - they claimed to 
have as an ancestor no less a person than Achilles - and kept a 
court which at least had been civilized enough to tempt 
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Euripides from Athens towards the end of his life. In 359 B.C. 
Philip II succeeded to the throne by the usual procedure, a 
round of family assassination. He was ambitious, energetic and 
astute. He had spent part of his youth in Thebes, and there had 
seen how weak Greece was becoming, and had learned some¬ 
thing about the new military tactics of Pelopidas: these he 
adopted and improved on, devising die famous Macedonian 
phalanx which dominated the battlefield until the Roman 
legion beat it. The aim that young Philip set before himself 
was to control the Greek world, With Athens if possible, with¬ 
out her if necessary. On a superficial view it seemed impos¬ 
sible; Macedonia was threatened from the north-west by wild 
Illyrian tribes, she was a backward country, she was cut off 
from the Aegean by a ring of Greek cities, and the Athenian 
navy was once more supreme. But Philip had some great ad¬ 
vantages. Ample man-power and a recently discovered gold¬ 
mine were among diem, but, besides these, he had the advan¬ 
tages that the autocrat always has - secrecy, speed, and dis¬ 
honesty. He dealt with the Illyrians and made Macedonia 
secure in a very little time; he seized the Greek city of Amphi- 
polis, which would have barred his way south. Amphipolis 
was the Athenian colony which Thucydides had failea to save 
from Brasidas; Philip, naturally, was conquering it only to 
save the Athenians the trouble; he would hand it over to them 
at once - or soon after. He turned his attention to the other 
Greek cities, notably Olynthus. This city had been die centre of 
cjuite a formidable confederacy - but Sparta had not liked con¬ 
federacies. Her dissolution of the Olynthian League had made 
things easier for Philip. Now began a long and tragic duel 
between the two greatest figures in fourth-century politics, 
Philip himself, and an Athenian private citizen - a professional 
speech-writer, a patriot steeped in Thucydides, perhaps the 
greatest orator of all time - Demosthenes. He saw the danger, 
rather tardily, and not in its full extent at first, but at least he saw 
it, and in speech after speech, widi ever increasing desperation, 
he implored the Athenians to make a stand, Athens in thc35o’s 
makes a sad contrast with Athens in the 450^: dien die Athenian 
forces were everywhere, the citizens ready for anything; 
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now Demosthenes had to beg them to defend their most 
vital interests, to implore them to send out a force, some part 
of which, at least, should be composed of citizens - for the use 
of mercenaries had become common - and to compel the 
army to remain at the seat of the war, not to go off elsewhere 
on a more lucrative campaign. He had to beg them not to send 
out any more ‘paper armies , - a general with a commission to 
employ mercenaries, who were then, as often as not, left with¬ 
out their pay. ‘Your allies’, he said, ‘are frightened to death at 
expeditions of this kind.’ But the Athenians were unwilling to 
see unpleasant truths, willing to believe Philip - ‘positively my 
last territorial demand’ - willing to listen to prudent Ministers 
of Finance, and less honest advisers, who ridiculed Demos¬ 
thenes and assured the Athenians that Philip was an honest, 
cultured man, and their best friend. In 1937 an English news¬ 
paper put out a placard: Hitler Dead? I11 357 b.c. Demos¬ 
thenes said to his fellow-citizens: ‘You run around asking each 
other, “Is Philip dead?’’ - “No, he’s not dead, but he’s ill.” - 
What difference docs it make if lie is dead or not? You would 
very soon call up another Philip against you, if you conduct 
your affairs like this.’ The parallel throughout is close enough 
to make bitter reading of Demosthenes’ political oratory. 
Recent history might have been very different if we had had a 
leading statesman who knew his Demosthenes, and a House of 
Commons capable of thinking that Greek history might have 
something to say about contemporary problems, and that 
what happened longer ago than the week before last is not 
necessarily irrelevant today. 

In the end, when Athenian dilatoriness, Greek hatreds, and 
die downright dishonesty of some of Philip’s Athenian friends 
had done their worst, Demosthenes prevailed. Athens made a 
great and praiseworthy effort; the age-long quarrel with 
Thebes was ended, and die combined armies marched out 
against Philip. But the result was 

that dishonest victory 
At Chaeronea, fatal to liberty. 

At last the Greeks had to do what diey were told; Philip 
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planted Macedonian garrisons in three strategic cities - ‘the 
Fetters of Greece’. 

Two years later he died. Had his son and successor been the 
usual commonplace Macedonian king, the country might well 
have lapsed into nonentity, and Greece might have recovered 
her chaotic autonomy - for a time. But Philip’s successor was 
not commonplace - he was Alexander the Great, one of the 
most astonishing men of whom we know. He was a youth of 
20 - and he moved like lightning. Within fifteen months he 
stamped out an insurrection in Thessaly, marched into Greece 
and frightened to death cities that were passing votes of thanks 
to Philip’s murderers, and thinking of revolt; he had conducted 
a swift campaign as far as the Danube to secure his rear, and, 
as Persian gold persuaded Thebes to rise against its Macedonian 
garrison and other cities to contemplate revolt, he marched a 
second time into Greece, captured Thebes and destroyed it. Fie 
left one house standing. 

The House of Pindarus, when Temple and Towrc 
Went to the ground. 

All this took only fifteen months; both the Greeks and the 
northern neighbours of Macedon had learned their lesson. 
Next spring (334 b.c.) Alexander crossed into Asia. Eleven 
years later he died, at the age of 33 - but the whole of the 
Persian Empire was now Macedonian, and for a short time the 
Punjab too, which the Persians had never ruled. Nor had 
Alexander merely conducted a whirlwind of conquest; wher¬ 
ever he had gone he had consolidated Iris conquests by the 
carefully considered founding of Greek cities, some of which, 
notably Alexandria in Egypt, bear to this day the name he 
gave them. 

When Philip died, states like Athens and Thebes were, to the 
Greek mind, large and powerful; when Alexander died, 
Greeks of die homeland looked out upon an empire which 
stretched from the Adriatic to the Indus, and from the Caspian 
to Upper Egypt. These thirteen years had made a consider¬ 
able change. Classical Greece was at an end, and henceforth 
life had an entirely different shape and meaning. 
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Confronted with so sudden a collapse of a whole political 
system we naturally look for an explanation. It is not very diffi¬ 
cult to see at least an immediate cause, that the continuous 
wars of a century or more had exhausted Greece, materially 
and spiritually. Things could not go on like this; the city-state 
was no longer providing a tolerable way of life. As today, in 
somewhat similar circumstances, Western Europe is trying to 
feel its way towards some larger political unit, so in the fourth 
century die re were some who were tinning away either from 
the polis itself or from the democratic principle. Isocrates, die 
‘old man eloquent* of Milton’s sonnet, was well disposed to 
the monarchical principle; he wrote an encomium of one 
Evagoras, a ‘tyrannos* in Cyprus, and he urged diat the Greek 
cities, instead of fighting each other, should join, under Philip, 
in a grand assault upon die decaying Persian Empire. Plato had 
given up democracy in despair; he formulated the idea of‘the 
philosopher-king*, and not only formulated it, but also paid 
two visits to Sicily in the vain hope of making such a philo¬ 
sopher-king out of Dionysius the young ruler of Syracuse. 

But not only externally was the polis proving a failure, in 
not giving Greece a tolerable way of life: internally too it was 
losing its grip, as we can see most clearly in die case of Athens. 
The contrast between die age of Demosthenes and that of 
Pericles is startling; to Periclean Athens the idea of employing 
mercenaries would have seemed the denial of the Polis - as 
indeed it was. Fourth-century Athens gives the impression of 
political lethargy, almost of indifference: men were interested 
in other things than the polis, and not until the last fatal day 
did the Athenians act in a way worthy of their great name - 
and then it was too late. 

The contrast between die two periods goes very deep. It is 
not merely that Athens had been exhausted by the long Pelo¬ 
ponnesian War. From such exhaustion communities recover, 
and indeed fourth-century Athens was active and enterprising 
enough in other directions. We cannot attribute the change to 
mere prostration. Nor to simple reaction from die strenuous¬ 
ness of political life in the fifth century; for reaction, in time, 
spends its force. What we meet in die fourth century is a 



THE DECLINE OF THE POLIS 


159 


permanent change in the temper of the people: it is the emer¬ 
gence of a different attitude to life. In the fourth century there 
is more individualism. We can see it wherever we look-in art* 
in pliilosophy, in life. Sculpture for instance begins to be intro¬ 
spective, to concern itself with individual traits, with passing 
moods, instead of trying to express the ideal or universal. In 
fact, it begins to portray men, not Man. It is die same widi 
drama - and drama shows diat the change is no sudden one. 
Already in the last two decades of the fifth century tragedy had 
begun to turn away from important and universal themes, and 
to interest itself in abnormal characters (as in the Electra and 
Orestes of Euripides), or in romantic stories of peculiar perils 
and thrilling escapes (as in the Iphigenia in Tauris and Helen). 
In the philosophies of the time we find schools like die Cynics 
and die Cyrenaics. The great question was, Where lies the 
Good? the Good for Man? And the answer given took no 
account of the polis. The Cynics, of whom die famous Dio¬ 
genes was the extreme example, said that Virtue and Wisdom 
consisted in living according to nature, and abandoning such 
vanities as the desire for honour and comfort. So Diogenes 
lived in his tub, and the polis had to do without him. The 
Cyrenaics, a hedonist school, held that wisdom consists in the 
right choice of pleasures and in the avoidance of what would 
disturb the even flow of life, so that they too avoided die polis. 
Indeed the word ‘cosmopolis* was coined at this time, to ex¬ 
press the idea that the community to which die wise man owed 
allegiance was nothing less than the community of man; the 
wise man, wherever he lived, was the fellow-citizen of every 
other wise man. But, quite apart from this philosophical sense, 
‘cosmopolitanism* was the necessary counterpart of the new 
individualism. The Cosmopolis was beginning to supersede 
the Polis. 

If we turn from art and philosophy to life and politics we 
find what is essentially the same thing. The ordinary citizen is 
more interested in his private affairs than in the polis. If he is 
poor, he tends to regard the polis as a source of benefits. For 
example, Demosthenes struggled hard to persuade the people 
to devote to national defence revenues which they had been 
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regularly placing to the ‘theatre-fund* - not a fund for produc¬ 
ing plays, but one for enabling the citizens, free of charge, to 
attend the dicatre and other festivals. The maintenance of this 
fund can be defended, but only on the assumption that the 
citizen showed as much alacrity in serving the polis as he, did 
in accepting its favours. If the citizen was rich, he was more 
engrossed in his own affairs; Demosthenes compares unfavour¬ 
ably the splendid houses built by the wealthy of his own time 
with the simple ones with which the rich men of the previous 
century had been content. Comedy shows very clearly the 
change of temper. Old Comedy had been political through 
and through; it was the life of the polis that was criticized and 
burlesqued on the stage. Now it finds its material in private 
and domestic life, and makes jokes about cooks and the price 
offish, shrewish wives and incompetent doctors. 

In comparing the Athens of Pericles and of Demosthenes we 
find other differences which are significant, though they seem 
to have little to do with the growth of individualism that we 
have been illustrating. The leading figures in the Assembly are 
no longer the responsible officers of state too. Still less are the 
responsible officers of state also commanders in the field. Cer¬ 
tainly the separation of these functions is not absolute; never¬ 
theless it is typical that we find professional orators like 
Demosthenes and Aeschines his rival prominent in the Assem¬ 
bly and serving on legations, but not holding office, still less 
holding command in the field; a statesman like Eubulus, who 
devoted his considerable talents to prudent administration, and 
was not otherwise notable; generals like Iphicrates and Chab- 
rias who were practically professionals, served foreign powets 
when Athens did not want them, and indeed lived abroad. 
Iphicrates married a daughter of a Thracian king, and once ac¬ 
tually assisted liim against Athens; while another son-in-law of 
die same monarch, a certain Charidemus, was regularly em¬ 
ployed as general by the Athenians, although he was not 
Athenian at all, but simply a talented commander of mercen¬ 
aries. 

If then we contemplate Greece at large we see that the polis- 
system was breaking down; when we look inside Athens, we 
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see that the polis was breaking up. In fact, the collapse of the 
city-state appears to be much more sudden than it really was; 
it was not a matter of one battle, one decade or even one 
generation. What had happened? We have found some symp¬ 
toms, but what was the cause? Why did the polis break down 
in the fourth century and not in the fifth? Why could Greece 
combine against Persia and not against Philip? Is there any 
connection between this breakdown and the individualism 
that we noticed? Or between that and the ominous employ¬ 
ment of professional soldiers? If we consider once more what 
the polis meant and implied, I think wc shall be able to trace 
an intimate connection between all these things. 

The polis was made for the amateur. Its ideal was that every 
citizen (more or less, according as the polis was democratic or 
oligarchic) should play his part in all of its many activities - an 
ideal that is recognizably descended from the generous 
Homeric conception of arete as an all-round excellence and an 
all-round activity. It implies a respect for the wholeness or the 
oneness oi life, and a consequent dislike of specialization. It im¬ 
plies a contempt for efficiency - or rather a much higher idea of 
efficiency; an efficiency which exists not in one department of 
life, but in life itself. How far democratic Athens went in re¬ 
stricting the scope of the professional expert we have seen 
already; a man owed it to himself, as well as to the polis, to 
be everything in turn. 

But this amateur conception implies also that life, besides 
being a whole, is also simple. If one man in his time is to play 
all the parts, these parts must not be too difficult for the ordin¬ 
ary man to learn. And this is where the polis broke down. 
Occidental man, beginning with the Greeks, has never been 
able to leave tilings alone. He must enquire, find out, improve, 
progress; and Progress broke the Polis. 

Let us look first at the international aspect. The modern 
reader who turns to those very different political philosophers 
Plato and Aristotle must be struck with their insistence on this, 
that the polis should be economically self-sufficient. To them, 
Autarkeia, self-sufficiency, is almost the first law of its exist¬ 
ence; they would practically abolish commerce. Historically at 
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least they seem to have been right. They both firmly believed 
that the Greek system of small poleis was the only possible 
basis for a really civilized life - and it is a reasonable view. But 
such a system could work only if one of three conditions was 
fulfilled. The first is that the poleis should conduct their affairs 
with an intelligence and a restraint of which the human race 
has not yet shown itself capable. The second - a pis aller - is 
that one polis should be strong enough to keep order without 
wishing to interfere unduly in the private affairs of the others. 
For some time, and in a partial way, this was done by Sparta. 
The third is that the whole system should be so spacious that 
its members should not tread on each other’s corns - in other 
words, that they should be self-sufficient. In the early days this 
condition was more or less satisfied, but the opening up of the 
Mediterranean and the growth of commerce altered things. 
Commercial rivalries at once led to large-scale wars. In effect, 
the Greek world was shrinking, and collisions became in¬ 
evitable. The development of Athens carried the process 
further. Her whole economic framework contradicted the law 
of Autarkeia, since, from the time of Solon, she came to 
depend more and more on exporting wine and oil and manu¬ 
factured goods, and on importing corn from the Black Sea and 
Egypt. She therefore had to control the Aegean in some form 
or other, and the Dardanelles in particular; but such control, as 
Greece roughly told her, was incompatible with the city-state 
system. The system in fact began to be unworkable when it 
contradicted this basic law of its being. 

But the polis imposed simplicity in matters other than eco¬ 
nomic. Let us consider military and naval tactics - no very 
great jump. We all know how the Greeks fight today, from 
summit to summit. It is a method of fighting imposed on them 
by the nature of the country - yet in the same country, for 
centuries, city-state warfare was waged by heavily-armed in¬ 
fantry who could fight only on level ground. Cavalry and, 
more surprisingly, light-armed troops were used only as auxi¬ 
liaries, to protect flanks, cover a retreat, and the like. In so 
enterprizing a people it seems strangely unintelligent. The ex¬ 
planation is simple. The soldier was the citizen, and most 
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citizens were farmers. Campaigns had to he short, for if the 
crops were not grown and harvested the polis starved. A quick 
decision therefore was always sought, and mountain-troops can 
rarely achieve this. Moreover, though the citizen could be 
expected to keep himself proficient in the use of sword and 
shield, and in the simple though exacting discipline of the close 
battle-array, he could not afford the time necessary for the 
mastery of the more difficult art of mountain-warfare. Sparta 
alone had a professional citizen-army (supported by the labour 
of the helots), but since in close fighting she w T as supreme she 
had no incentive to change her methods. 

But it happened that during the Peloponnesian War an en¬ 
terprising Athenian commander conducted, not very success¬ 
fully, a campaign in the wild country of Western Greece, and 
found that heavily-armed infantry was at a serious disadvant¬ 
age against light-armed troops who knew how to strike, run 
away, and strike again. The lesson was not wasted. Light¬ 
armed tactics were studied to such effect that in the next cen¬ 
tury the Athenian Iphicratcs, with some light-armed troops, 
caught a Spartan detachment on rough ground and cut it to 
bits. It was an incident of no great importance in itself, but, for 
all that, a portent. It meant that military tactics were becoming 
specialized beyond the reach of the citizen-soldier and the 
citizen-general. The day was nearly over when a statesman like 
Pericles could also be a perfectly competent commander of 
troops. Fighting was becoming a skilled profession. We have 
met some professional generals already, and professional 
armies were easily raised from among the displaced, un¬ 
employed or merely adventurous men left behind by the long 
war. Xenophon’s famous Ten Thousand was such a force. 
There was therefore some excuse for the Athenians that they 
came to rely too much on mercenaries, that is, professionals; 
it could be represented as the efficient thing to do. But the 
danger of doing it is obvious. As for the ultimate antagonist, 
Philip, he had a standing army well trained in the newest tac¬ 
tics ready to strike anywhere at any time, rude mountaineers 
unencumbered with civilization. To this instrument the polis 
could not oppose a similar one without ceasing to be a polis. 
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Naval tactics tell the same story; here too expert skill was 
achieved at a price which the polis ultimately could not pay. 
In the Persian War the Greek ships were slow and heavy - 
landsmen’s ships, like the Roman fleet in the first Punic war. 
The idea was to ram hard and then fight it out on deck. But 
fifty years later, in the first years of the Peloponnesian War, 
the Athenian ‘trireme’ (meaning ‘with three banks of oars’) 
was a real ship, built like a racing-craft. Weight had been 
sacrified to speed and mobility, and the rowers - citizens of 
course, not slaves - had been trained to a very high degree of 
precision. For example, one tactic was to row swiftly at the 
enemy ship as if to ram; then at the last possible moment to 
swerve, ship oars on the near side, sweep alongside the enemy, 
snapping off all his oars on that side, while archers on deck did 
what damage they could, then to wheel swifrly upon the dis¬ 
abled enemy and to ram him at leisure. 

Now, tactics like these require great precision and nerve on 
the part of everyone concerned. The crews in fact have to be 
almost professional. But how can you make professional crews 
out of citizens who have their living to get? Since the produc¬ 
tivity of labour was so low, how could Athens devote so much 
labour to her fleet? Only because she enjoyed tribute from her 
subject-allies. In fact, the larger political unit, the Athenian 
Empire, could afford this degree of specialization; the polis 
could not. But the larger unit was not acceptable - a point of 
some interest to Western Europe today. Athens in fact gained 
this naval expertise (among other things) by exploiting other 
poleis. But this was an outrage to Greek sentiment; it denied 
one of the basic laws of the whole system, and the denial 
brought its own punishment. 

We saw, a moment ago, that economic complexity, being 
the denial of Autarkeia, was incompatible with the polis in its 
international aspect. Now that we are considering the particu¬ 
lar case of Athens, we may observe that internally its effects 
were just as serious. Indeed, though Plato’s law is valid extern¬ 
ally, it was undoubtedly the domestic experience of Athens 
that led him to formulate it. By the middle of the fifth 
century the Piraeus had become by far the busiest port in the 
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Mediterranean. Pericles, repudiating Plato’s law in advance, 
declared with pride, ‘The products of the whole world come to 
us’. So indeed they did - including the Plague. The Piraeus 
and Athens herself throve. Enterprising foreigners settled there, 
industries sprang up, the twin city became the hub of the world. 
It was all very splendid and very exciting - but it was more 
than the polis could digest. The polis rested on community of 
interest, but the interests, and indeed the character, of the 
commercial and of the agricultural parts of the Athenian 
people began to diverge sharply. It was the former who were 
the ultra-democrats, the imperialists, the war-party. If they were 
rich, war offered opportunities of commercial expansion; if 
they were poor it gave employment and pay; but to the 
country-people it gave roofless houses and the cutting down of 
their slow-maturing olive-trees. After Pericles the leaders of 
die Assembly were drawn mostly from the Piraeus-class - 
successful men of trade, like Cleon: men sometimes of great 
ability, but opportunists; men who by nature and training 
took partial views, and therefore provoked antagonists who 
took even more partial and violent views. Moreover, the in¬ 
creasing complexity of die life that came of this commercial 
development set up a kind of centrifugal force within the 
polis. Men’s private affairs became more interesting and exact¬ 
ing, so that they tended to withdraw from public affairs. The 
political lethargy of fourth-century Adiens was a direct con¬ 
sequence of this. 

But this disrupting Progress was not confined to the material 
side of life, and it would be foolish to assert that it began there. 
Aristophanes maintained that it all came from trying to be too 
clever, and for this simple view there is much to be said. 

For generations Greek morality, like Greek military tactics, 
had remained severely traditional, based on the cardinal virtues 
of Justice, Courage, Self-restraint, and Wisdom. Poet after 
poet had preached almost identical doctrine - the beauty of 
Justice, the dangers of Ambition, the folly of Violence. It was a 
morality which was indeed no more practised by all Greeks 
than Christianity was practised by all Christendom; neverthe¬ 
less, like Christianity, it was an accepted standard. When a man 
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did wrong, he was known to be doing wrong. Here was the 
foundation, simple and strong, on which a common life could 
be built; here too is the source of the strength and simplicity of 
classical Greek art; and the only other European art which in 
these qualities approaches the Greek, namely the art of the 
thirteenth century, was built on a similar foundation. 

But the fifth century changed all that. By the end of it, no¬ 
body knew where he was; the clever were turning everything 
upside-down, and the simple felt that they had become out of 
date. To speak of Virtue was to provoke the response, ‘It all 
depends what you mean by Virtue’ - and nobody knew; one 
reason why the poets went out of business. As within the last 
hundred years new ideas and discoveries in the natural 
sciences have profoundly altered our outlook, upsetting, for 
many men, a traditional religion and morality, so that the 
Devil has abdicated, wickedness has ceased to exist, and all 
human shortcomings are the Results of the System, or the 
Product of Environment, so, but more acutely, the bold philo¬ 
sophical speculations of the Ionian philosophers of the sixth 
and early fifth centuries had stimulated systematic enquiry in 
many directions, with the result that many received ideas in 
morality were badly shaken. 

There was Socrates, surely the most noble man who has ever 
lived. He had been interested in the speculations of the physic¬ 
ists but gave them up as fruitless, and trivial too in comparison 
with the important question, How are we to live? The answer 
to this question he did not know, but he set himself to find out, 
by the rigorous examination of other men’s ideas. This exam¬ 
ination showed Socrates, and the eager young men who 
followed him about, that the traditional morality had no 
foundation in logic. No one in Athens could give a definition 
of any moral or intellectual virtue which would survive 
ten minutes’ conversation with this formidable stonemason. 
The effect, on some of the young men, w r as disastrous; their 
belief in the tradition was destroyed, and they put nothing 
in its place. Faith in the polis too was shaken, for how could 
the polis train its citizens in virtue seeing that nobody knew 
what it was? So Socrates cried out upon the folly of democratic 
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Athens, which was careful to consult the expert in a trifle like 
the building of a wall or a dockyard, but in the infinitely more 
important matter of morals and conduct allowed anyone to 
speak his uninstructed mind. 

The lofty aim of Socrates, and of Plato after him, was to put 
Virtue on an unassailable logical foundation; to make it not a 
matter of traditional unexamined opinion, but of exact know¬ 
ledge which could be mastered and taught. A laudable aim - 
but it led straight to the Republic , the professional antithesis of 
the amateur polis; for the training of the citizens in virtue - that 
is, the government of the polis - must be entrusted to those 
who know what virtue is. Plato’s insistence on Knowledge has 
the effect of splitting society into individuals, each of whom is 
expert in one pursuit only, and should be confined to that. 
The master art, the most important and difficult of all, is 
‘the political art’, and he who has mastered that, when it has 
been discovered, must rule. So much for the polis, and its 
theory that the good life means taking a share in everything. 

This intellectual ferment produced, besides Socrates, a 
crowd of lesser men, the Sophists, whose immediate impact 
on the polis was even more important. The term ‘sophist’ had 
no disparaging sense at all It was Plato who gave it that, for 
he disliked both their methods and their aims; they were 
teachers, not enquirers, and their aims were practical, not 
philosophic. The word means ‘teacher of sopliia t and ' so phi a 
is one of those difficult Greek words, meaning either ‘wisdom’, 
‘cleverness’, or ‘practical ability’. Perhaps ‘Professor’ would be 
a rough modem equivalent to ‘Sophist. It has a similar range 
- from Professors of Greek to Professors of Phrenology - and 
although some Professors research, all teach, and all arc paid - 
which was a great reproach to the Sophists. Some of them were 
serious philosophers, educators or scholars; others only cheap- 
jacks, who professed to teach only the sublime art of getting 
on. Did you Want to Improve your Memory? Did you Want 
to be a ^1,000-a-year Man? Some sophist would teach you - 
for a fee. Sophists went from city to city, lecturing on their 
particular subject - some indeed undertaking to lecture on any 
subject - but always for a fee. They were immensely popular 
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with ambitious or enquiring young men, and the effect of 
their teaching may be indicated under two heads. 

In the first place, they, like Socrates, criticized the traditional 
morality. Some made serious attempts to give it a solid 
foundation. Others taught new and exciting doctrines - like 
Thrasymachus, who figures in the first book of the Republic . 
Thrasymachus is represented as a hard-boiled man impatient 
with all hazy ideas about Justice; let us have something clear 
and precise. Pressed to give his own clear and precise idea, he 
declares ‘Justice is simply the interest of the stronger*. A much 
greater man than this, Protagoras, held that there was no 
absolute good and evil: ‘Man is the measure of all tilings*. 
That is, truth and morality are relative. We, who have seen 
to what base uses can be put the scientific doctrine of the 
survival of the fittest, can imagine without much difficulty 
what use men of violence and ambition could make of this 
dictum. It could be made to give an air of scientific or philo¬ 
sophic respectability to any wickedness. Men can do wicked 
tilings without being taught by sophists, but it was useful to 
learn arguments which would make them sound fair to the 
simple. 

But sophists who left ethics alone had just as disturbing an 
effect. Education had been a by-product of the life of the polis, 
common therefore to all. Men of native ability went further 
than the rest, but all were on the same ground; the polis re¬ 
mained one. With the advent of the sophists, education be¬ 
came specialized and professionalized, open only to those who 
could and would pay for it. Now for the first time there was a 
real cleavage between the enlightened and the simple, with the 
natural result that the educated classes in the different cities 
began to feel that they had more in. common with each other 
than with the uneducated of their own city. Cosmopolis was 
brought nearer. 

Among the practical arts which the sophists taught the most 
important was rhetoric. The art of Persuasion, so important to 
the Greek, had been analyzed, elaborated, and reduced to a 
system. Hitherto it had been a matter of native wit and practice; 
now it could be learned - at a price. It was taken up with 
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enthusiasm. The Athenians, who already found delight 
enough in a well-argued and well turned speech, were ravished 
- at least for a time - with the elaborate style and the subtle 
arguments invented and taught by these professionals, be¬ 
coming, as Cleon told them, connoisseurs rather than citizens; 
while the plain man, worsted in debate or cast in his suit, 
grumbled at the way in which justice was being perverted. 
(The Clouds of Aristophanes illustrates this.) Unless you had 
mastered this new style, you were, or might be, at a serious 
disadvantage if you had to put a case to your fellow-citizens. 
It is the same phenomenon that we have met before: the highly 
trained expert, the specialist, finds no natural place in the polis, 
and when he appears, as he did in so many departments of life 
in the fifth century, the cohesion is weakened or the natural 
bounds of the polis are overpassed. 


x 

THE GREEK MIND 

Now that we have surveyed, in brief fashion, the history of the 
Greeks down to the virtual end of the city-state, we may pause, 
and survey the character of the Greek mind and some of its 
achievements during this period. 

A sense of the wholeness of things is perhaps the most typical 
feature of the Greek mind. We have already met some notable 
expressions of this - the way in which Homer, for all his love 
of the particular detail and die individual character, yet fixes 
firmly into a universal frame; the way in which so many 
Greeks are several things at once, as Solon is political and 
economic reformer, man of business, and poet; the way in 
which the polis itself is not a machine for governing, but 
something which touches almost the whole of life. The modern 
mind divides, specializes, thinks in categories; the Greek in¬ 
stinct was the opposite, to take the widest view, to see things as 
an organic whole. The speeches of Cleon and Diodotus showed 
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precisely the same tiling: the particular issue must be 
generalized. 

Let us now try to illustrate this ‘wholeness’ a little further, 
beginning with that very Greek tiling, the Greek language. 

He who is beginning Greek is in constant difficulties with 
certain words which, he thinks, ought to be simple, and in fact 
arc, but at first seem unexpectedly difficult. There is the word 
‘kalos* and its opposite ‘aischros’. He is told that the former 
means ‘beautiful’. He knows the Latin equivalent, ‘pulcher’, 
and is quite happy. He reads of a ‘kale polis’, ‘a beautiful city’; 
Homer calls Sparta ‘kalligynaikos’, ‘city of beautiful women’; 
all is well. But then he reads that Virtue is ‘beautiful’, that it is 
a ‘beautiful’ thing to die for one’s country, that the man of great 
soul ‘strives to attain the beautiful’; also that a good weapon or 
a commodious harbour is ‘beautiful’. He concludes that the 
jGreek took an essentially aesthetic view of things; and the con¬ 
clusion is confirmed when he finds that the word ‘aischros’, the 
Latin ‘turpis’, the English ‘base’ or ‘disgraceful’, also means 
‘ugly’, so that a man can be ‘base’ not only in character but 
also in appearance. How charming of the Greeks to turn 
Virtue into Beauty and Vice into Ugliness! 

But the Greek is doing nothing of the sort. It is we who are 
doing that, by dividing concepts into different, though perhaps 
parallel categories, the moral, the intellectual, the aesthetic, the 
practical. The Greek did not: even the philosophers were 
reluctant to do it. When Plato makes Socrates begin an argu¬ 
ment by saying, ‘You will agree that there is something called 
the Kalon’, we may be sure that he is going to bamboozle the 
other man by sliding gently from kalon, ‘beautiful’, to kalon, 
‘honourable*. The word really means something like ‘worthy 
of warm admiration*, and may be used indifferently in any of 
these categories - rather like our word ‘fine’. We have words 
like this in English: the word ‘bad’ can be used of conduct, 
poetry or fish, in each case meaning something quite different, 
but in Greek this refusal to specialize the meaning is habitual. 

The word ‘hamartia’ means ‘error*, ‘fault*, ‘crime* or even 
‘sin*; literally, it means ‘missing the mark’, ‘a bad shot’. We 
exclaim, ‘How inteUectualist these Greeks were! Sin is just 
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“missing the mark”; better luck next time!’ Again we seem to 
find confirmation when we find that some of the Greek virtues 
seem to be as much intellectual as moral - a fact that makes 
them untranslatable, since our own vocabulary must dis¬ 
tinguish. There is ‘Sophrosync’, literally‘whole-mindcdness’ or 
‘unimpaired-miiidedness’. According to the context it will 
mean ‘wisdom’, ‘prudence’, ‘tempera tcncss’, ‘chastity’, ‘sob¬ 
riety’, ‘modesty’, or ‘self-control’, that is, something entirely 
intellectual, something entirely moral, or something inter¬ 
mediate. Our difficulty with the word, as with hamartia , is that 
we think more in departments. Hamartia , ‘a bad shot’, docs not 
mean ‘Better luck next time’; it means rather that a mental 
error is as blameworthy, and may be as deadly, as a moral one. 

And then, to complete our education, we find that in 
regions where we should use intellectual terms, in political 
theory for example, Greek uses words heavily charged with a 
moral content. ‘An aggressive policy’ is likely to be adikia , 
‘injustice’, even if it is not hybris , ‘wanton wickedness’; while 
‘aggrandizement’ or ‘profiteering’ is pleoncxia , ‘trying to get 
more than your share’, which is both an intellectual and a 
moral error, a defiance of the laws of the universe. 

Let us turn back to Iiomer for a moment. The poet of the 
Iliad had what some misguided people today think the most 
necessary qualification for the artist: he was class-conscious. 
He writes only of kings and princes; the ordinary soldier plays 
no part in the poem. Moreover, these kings and princes arc 
portrayed sharply with all the limitations of their class and 
time; they are proud, fierce, vengeful, glorying in war though 
at the same time hating it. How could it happen then that such 
heroes could become exemplars and a living inspiration to the 
later bourgeoisie? Because, being Greeks, they could not see 
themselves in any context but the widest possible, namely as 
men. Their ideal was not a specifically knightly ideal, like 
Chivalry or Love: they called it arete - another typically 
Greek word. When we meet it in Plato we translate it virtue’ 
and consequently miss all the flavour of it. ‘Virtue’, at least in 
modern English, is almost entirely a moral word; arete on the 
other hand is used indifferently in all the categories and means 
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simply ‘excellence’. It may be limited of course by its context; 
die arete of a race-horse is speed, of a cart-horse strength. If 
it is used, in a general context, of a man it will connote excel¬ 
lence in the ways in which a man can be excellent - morally, 
intellectually, physically, practically. Thus the hero of die 
Odyssey is a great fighter, a wily schemer, a ready speaker, a 
man of stout heart and broad wisdom who knows that he must 
endure without too much complaining what the gods send; 
and he can both build and sail a boat, drive a furrow as straight 
as anyone, beat a young braggart at throwing the discus, 
challenge the Phacacian youth at boxing, wrestling or run¬ 
ning; flay, skin, cut up and cook an ox, and be moved to tears 
by a song. He is in fact an excellent all-rounder; he has sur¬ 
passing arete. So too has the hero of the older poem, Achilles 
- the most formidable of fighters, the swiftest of runners, and 
die noblest of soul; and Horner tells us, in one notable verse, 
how Achilles was educated. His father entrusted the lad to old 
Phoenix, and told Phoenix to train him to be ‘A maker of 
speeches and a doer of deeds’. The Greek hero tried to combine 
in himself the virtues which our own heroic age divided 
between the knight and the churchman. 

That is one reason why the epic survived to be the education of a 
much more civilized age. The heroic ideal of arete, though firmly 
rooted in its own age and circumstances, was so deep and wide 
that it could become the ideal of an age that was totally different. 

I11 the passage which I translated from the Iliad there is one 
detail that strikes me as being extremely Greek. ‘His heart 
within his shaggy breast was torn, whether he should ... slay 
Atreus’ son, or put away his wrath’. Tennyson, translating 
Virgil, writes, of a similar moment: 

This way and that dividing his swift mind. 

The mind, to be sure, is not the heart, but we should be 
astonished ifTennyson, or Virgil, in mentioning either heart or 
mind, had at the same time mentioned a physical detail of the 
body in which this heart or mind resided. Homer finds it 
perfectly natural to notice that the chest is a hairy one. He sees 
the whole man at once. 
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It is not a point to emphasize, but it does introduce another 
aspect of this wholeness of mind, one in which the Greeks 
contrasted sharply with the ‘barbarians* and with most modem 
peoples. The sharp distinction which the Christian and the 
Oriental world has normally drawn between the body and the 
soul, the physical and the spiritual, was foreign to the Greek - 
at least until the time of Socrates and Plato. To him there was 
simply the whole man. That the body is the tomb of the sottl is 
indeed an idea which we meet in certain Greek mystery- 
religions, and Plato, with his doctrine of immortality, neces¬ 
sarily distinguished sharply between body and soul; but for all 
that, it is not a typical Greek idea. The Greek made physical 
training an important part of education, not because he said to 
himself, ‘Look here, we mustn’t forget the body’, but because 
it could never occur to him to train anything but the whole 
man. It was as natural for die polis to have gymnasia as to have 
a theatre or warships, and they were constantly used by men of 
all ages, not only for physical but also for mental exercise. 

But it is the Games, local and international, which most 
clearly illustrate this side of the Greek mind. Among 11s it is 
sometimes made a reproach that a man ‘makes a religion of 
games’. The Greek did not do this, but he did something per¬ 
haps more surprising: he made games part of his religion. To 
be quite explicit, the Olympian Games, the greatest of the 
four international festivals, were held in honour of Zeus of 
Olympia, the Pythian Games in honour of Apollo, the Pana- 
thenaic Games in honour of Athena. Moreover, they were held 
in the sacred precinct. The feeling that prompted this was a 
perfectly natural one. The contest was a means of stimulating 
and displaying human arete, and tins was a worthy offering to 
the god. In the same way, games were held in honour of a dead 
hero, as to Patroclus in the Iliad. But since arete is of the mind as 
well as of the body, there was not the slightest incongruity or 
affectation in combining musical contests with athletic; a con¬ 
test in flute-playing was an original fixture in the Pythian 
Games - for was not Apollo himself ‘Lord of the Lyre’? 

It was arete that the games were designed to test - the arete 
of the whole man, not a merely specialized skill. The usual 
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events were a sprint, of about 200 yards, the long race (ij 
miles), the race in armour, throwing the discus, and the javelin, 
the long jump, wrestling, boxing (of a very dangerous kind), 
and chariot-racing. The great event was the pentathlon, a race, 
a jump, throwing the discus, and the javelin, and wrestling. 
If you won this, you were a man. Needless to say, the Marathon 
race was never heard of until modem times: the Greeks would 
have regarded it as a monstrosity. As for the skill shown by 
modem champions in games like golf or billiards, the Greeks 
would certainly have admired it intensely, and thought it an 
admirable thing - in a slave, supposing that one had no better 
use for a slave than to train him in this way. Impossible, he 
would say, to acquire skill like this and at the same time to live 
the proper life of a man and a citizen. It is this feeling that 
underlies Aristotle’s remark that a gentleman should be able 
to play the flute - but not too well. 

The victor in one of the great games was a Man. He was 
indeed almost something more, a Hero, and was treated as such 
by his fellow-citizens. Public honours were paid him - which 
might include the grant of dinner in the town-hall at the public 
expense for the rest of his life (something to off-set the Crown 
of Wild Olive), and, especially among the Dorians, the custom 
grew of commissioning a poet-composer to write a solemn 
choral hymn in his honour, for performance at a banquet or at 
some religious festival. So it came about that of the two most 
majestic and serious poets of die early fifth century, Aeschylus 
and Pindar, the latter is known to us entirely (but for some 
fragments of other poems) as a writer of victory-odes. A strange 
idea to us, that a serious poet should write odes to athletes. 
What is more surprising is to find, in such an ode, a passage like 
this: 

He who wins, of a sudden, some noble prize 

In the rich years of youth 

Is raised high with hope; his manhood takes wings; 

He has in his heart what is better than wealth. 

But brief is die season of man’s delight. 

Soon it falls to the gound; some dire decision uproots it. 

- Tiling of a day! such is man; a shadow in a dream. 
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Yet when god-given splendour visits him 
A bright radiance plays over him, and how sweet is life! 

- Aegina, dear mother, guide this city in the path of liberty 
Through Zeus, and with die favour of Aeacus die Hero, 

And Pelcus, and stout Telamon, and Achilles. 

This is grand poetry, even when uprooted from its original 
1 Greek. For a worthy parallel one has to turn to Ecclesiastes. It 
is the conclusion of an ode written to celebrate the victory in 
the boys’ wrestling match at Delphi of a young gentleman from 
Aegina. 

Not all of Pindar’s odes are as sombre as this, by any means. 
When he wrote this one he was quite an old man, and the 
Aeginetans - a kindred Dorian people for whom he had very- 
friendly feelings - were menaced by Athens; hence the solemn 
invocation of Aeginetan heroes at the close. But the seriousness 
of it is not in the least unusual. Pindar thinks not of the mere 
athletic event - which he never condescends to describe - but 
of the arete shown by the victor; and from this it is natural 
enough, for a Greek poet, to pass to any form of arete\ whether 
in the individual or in the polis. The victory is seen in the 
widest context. 

To Pindar, physical, moral and intellectual excellence - and, 
be it added, plain Wealth - were all parts of the one whole; 
one reason, perhaps, why Pindar can make a man feel, while 
the spell is on him, that he is the only real poet who has ever 
written. This high conception of the Games, transmuted 
though it may be, by Pindar, into something higher than the 
ordinary man’s conception, was real enough; but it was never¬ 
theless a thing of a day’. ‘A bright radiance was on it, and a 
god-given splendour’, but this complete fusion of the physical, 
the intellectual, the moral, the spiritual and the sensuous dis¬ 
integrated. Some twenty years after Pindar’s death Euripides 
wrote a scathing passage on Olympic victors, men of brawn and 
no mind, who receive the adulation of a city to which they con¬ 
tribute nothing; and Pindar liimsclf wrote an ode, his only per¬ 
functory one, for a certain Xenophon of Corinth who seems 
to have been a semi-professional pot-hunter and nothing more. 
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Tliis instinct for seeing tilings as a whole is the source of the 
essential sanity of Greek life. The Greeks had their passions; 
their political records are no freer than other peoples’ from 
paroxysms of savagery; the hungry exile would ruin his city if 
only he could return and rule, whether he was oligarch or 
democrat. But their standard, in all their activities, was a 
sane balance. It is difficult to think of a Greek who can be 
called a fanatic; the religious excesses of the East or of the 
Middle Ages find no place in the life of Classical Greece - nor 
for that matter the less interesting excesses of our own age, 
such as commercialism. The Greek knew mystical ecstasy, and 
sought it, in cults of Dionysus, but this was one part of a 
definite scheme of things. There is great significance in the 
religious legend that for three months in the year Apollo left 
Delphi and Dionysus took his place. Euripides draws a portrait 
of a fanatic ~ Hippolytus, the pure and virginal worshipper of 
the virgin goddess Artemis, who will pay no honour to the 
lovc-goddcss Aphrodite. He is the kind of whom the Middle 
Ages might have made a saint; Euripides makes of him a tragic 
misfit; Man must worship both these goddesses, antagonistic 
though they may seem. Hippolytus is destroyed by the 
Aphrodite whom he slights, and his Artemis can do nothing 
to protect him. 

Now wc must turn to another feature of the Greek mind, its 
firm belief in Reason. There is a pleasing, though possibly 
libellous, story of a Chinese philosopher who was asked what 
the Earth rested on. ‘A tortoise’, said die philosopher. ‘And 
what does the tortoise rest on*’ ‘A table.’ ‘And what does the 
table rest on?’ ‘An elephant’. ‘And what does the elephant rest 
on?’ ‘Don’t be inquisitive.’ Whether Chinese or not, this is 
emphatically not Hellenic. The Greek never doubted for a 
moment that die universe is not capricious: it obeys Law and 
is therefore capable of explanation. Even in. pre-philosophical 
Homer we find this idea, for behind die gods (though some¬ 
times identified with them) is a shadowy power that Homer 
calls Ananke, Necessity, an Order of things which even the 
gods cannot infringe. Greek Tragedy is built on the faith that 
in human affairs it is Law that reigns, not chance. I11 Sophocles’ 
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Oedipus Rex - to take rather a difficult example - it is pro¬ 
phesied before Oedipus is born that he will kill his father and 
marry his mother. He does these tilings, in complete ignorance. 
But it makes nonsense of the play to interpret this as meaning 
that man is the plaything of a malignant Fate. What Sophocles 
means is this, that in the most complex and apparently for¬ 
tuitous combination of events there is a design, though what 
it means we may not know. It is because the gods can see the 
whole design that Apollo could foretell what Oedipus would 
do. In Aeschylus, the Law is simpler: it is moral law. Punish¬ 
ment follows Hybris as the night the day. It was because of 
this firm faith in Law that Whitehead called the Greek tragic 
poets, rather than the early Greek philosophers, the true 
founders of scientific thinking. 

But we can illustrate this instinctive belief in Reason most 
easily from the early philosophers, brief though our account of 
them must be. 

Greek speculation about, the origin and nature of the universe 
did not by any means begin where most histories of philosophy 
make it begin, with Thales of Miletus, but he was the first who 
expressed his ideas in logical and not mythological terms. 
Thales, being a merchant, had travelled to Egypt, and there 
learned something of Egyptian mathematics and Chaldean 
astronomy. The Chaldeans had built up a very respectable 
knowledge of the behaviour of tilings in the sky - though their 
motive in doing this was no tiling so idle as mere curiosity. 
They were practical people; they used astronomy for the 
important business of regulating the calendar; moreover, like 
the readers of our Sunday newspapers, they wanted to know 
what was going to happen next, and supposed the stars would 
tell them. (The Greeks - in the classical age - had a proper 
contempt for astrology.) They had also done very well in 
Commercial Arithmetic, as the Egyptians had in practical 
Geometry. (‘Geometry’ is the Greek for ‘Land-measuring’.) 
The Egyptians were a highly intelligent people; they had 
measured the fall of the Nile over a stretch of 700 miles with an 
error of only a few inches; and they had discovered, and used, 
the fact that the square on the hypotenuse of a right-angled 
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triangle is equal to the sum of the squares on the other sides. 
The Greeks had done nothing to compare with this; their 
thought, characteristically, had been grappling with moral, 
religious and social problems. What speculation had been 
devoted to the physical universe had centred around the useless 
problem of how it came into existence rather than how it 
worked. 

What we know about Thales is very little, derived from 
later philosophers and historians of pliilosophy, but it is very 
significant. He had learned enough astronomy to predict that 
during the year 585 the sun would be totally eclipsed. The 
eclipse duly came off, 011 the day wliich we call May 28. 
What he had learned of geometry he applied to the problem 
of measuring the distance of a ship at sea, and he is said to have 
done something too for the art of navigation, and for the 
calendar. He was evidently a practical man; and - being a 
Greek - he was interested in politics, for (according to Hero¬ 
dotus) he made the very sensible suggestion to the distracted 
Ionian cities that they should form a political league with its 
centre in Teos. The usual story of the absent-minded Professor 
is told of Thales, that on a walk he was so intently looking up 
into the heavens that he tumbled into a well; but a story of the 
other kind is related by Aristotle - himself something of a 
philosopher and therefore not disinterested. Thales was re¬ 
proved for wasting his time on idle pursuits. Therefore, 
noticing from certain signs that the next crop of olives would 
be a large one, he quietly bought an option on all the wine¬ 
presses of Lesbos, so that when the large crop came and every¬ 
one wanted to make his oil at once, they all had to go to 
Thales for a press. So he demonstrated that a philosopher can 
make money enough, if he thinks it worth doing. 

But the important thing that Thales did was to ask a simple 
question, and give an incorrect answer. The question was, 
what is the world made of? The answer was, Water. 

There are many interesting points here. The first is the mere 
asking of the question. These Greeks, practical men though 
they were, had a passion for asking useless questions; for 
example, Herodotus goes to Egypt, finds a god there who 
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(to him) is obviously Heracles, but much more ancient; con¬ 
cludes that the Greeks learned of Heracles from the Egyptians, 
and being now thoroughly interested makes a special journey 
to Tyre, where he heard that there was a very ancient temple 
dedicated to this god, and another journey to Thasos. Such 
purely disinterested enquiry is entirely characteristic of the 
lonians in particular. But to return to Thales. He wants to 
know something quite useless - his question would never have 
occurred to a Roman - and he assumes that it is capable of 
being answered. By what method did he arrive at his answer? 
Unfortunately we do not know, but since we do know how 
some of his immediate successors set to work, including the 
excellent Herodotus, we can to some extent guess. Water is 
ubiquitous; it surrounds the land, it comes down from the sky, 
it gushes out of the earth. Moreover, it forms deltas, as Thales 
knew very well. Also it is manifestly a component of many 
solids, and it has the property of being in turn a solid, a liquid 
and a gas. In view of the common belief that these early 
Greek speculators were purely theoretical, it is worth while 
to remark that Empedocles used a wine-skin to prove that air 
is a material substance, and a water-clock to demonstrate 
atmospheric pressure, and that Xenophanes based a theory of 
geological change on the existence of sea-shells on mountains 
and the imprint of seaweed and fishes in the stone quarries of 
Syracuse. These men were quite capable of using their eyes 
and their minds together, and we need not suppose that 
Thales* answer was based on nothing but abstract reasoning. 

But most significant of all is the fact that he assumed, in 
spite of appearances, that the world consists not of many things 
but of one. Here we meet a permanent feature of Greek 
thought: the universe, both the physical and the moral uni¬ 
verse, must be not only rational, and therefore knowable, but 
also simple; the apparent multiplicity of physical tilings is 
only superficial. Wc shall see presently that the Greek dramatist 
thinks in precisely the same way: ‘Don’t bother about the 
apparent variety and richness of life: get down to the simple 
truth/ Could Thales have met a nineteenth-century chemist 
and heard that the elements are sixty-seven (or whatever the 
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number is), he would have objected that this was far too many. 
Could he have met a twentieth-century physicist and heard 
that all these arc really different combinations of one tiling, 
he might reply, ‘That’s what I always said’. 

Before we leave Thales it is perhaps worth while to point 
out his complete freedom from any form of religious mysticism., 
such as one might reasonably expect from a thinker whose 
predecessors had all expressed themselves in mythological 
terms. It would not have been surprising if he had assumed 
that the elements of the world were three, or seven, or some 
other sacred number. Nothing of the sort is to be seen among 
the lonians, although mysticism is strong enough in a school 
which wc shall mention presently, the Pythagoreans. 

To give even a bald summary of the course taken by the 
philosophic movement begun by Thales is impossible* We 
may, however, mention some of the developments; in all, 
the boldness of the thinking will be obvious. It is as if the 
human mind for the first time took its toes off the bottom and 
began to swim, and to swim with astonisliing confidence. 

Anaximander was Thales’ immediate successor - another 
practical man. Ide made the first map, and he led a colony 
from Miletus to Apollonia. He seems to have argued that the 
ultimate physical reality cannot itself be one of the physical 
substances, so that, for Water he substituted an ‘undefined 
something’, with no properties, but containing ‘oppositions’ 
within itself, such as hot and cold, wet and dry. Through these 
Oppositions, and under the influence of an eternal motion, the 
objects of sense are formed out of the Undefined, and return 
to it when they decay. He had too the conception of a Balance 
of Forces in nature, which he expressed through a term, dik£ y 
which in a different context means ‘justice’. The eternal motion 
was pictured as an eddy or vortex with the earth in the centre 
- an idea which enabled Anaximander to improve on Thales’ 
doctrine that the (flat) earth rests on water; Anaximander held 
that it is freely suspended in space, being in every direction 
equidistant from the periphery of the vortex. 

This was a very notable advance, and die freedom of 
Anaximander’s thought is shown most remarkably in his 
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speculations on the origin of the human race, which mythology 
had derived indirectly from the gods and the Titans. This 
Ionian suggested that all living creatures arose from water as 
it was evaporated by the sun, and that man was originally a 
fish. Here we may notice, as illustrating the quality of his 
mind, that he was not on the one hand driven to a novel and 
possibly repugnant hypothesis by a mass of scientific evidence 
that he could not resist, for until Aristotle set to work there 
was no considerable body of observed and classified fact. On 
the other hand, his theory is not a random guess. It is based 
partly on pure reasoning. Other animals quickly become self- 
supporting; man needs a long period of suckling; he could 
never have survived had this always been the case; therefore 
- and this is the interesting point - man has developed from 
other animals. Logically, other conclusions are possible, but 
we happen to be told that Anaximander had observed the 
habits of the smooth shark (Galeus levis ), a fish that has 
mammalian, characteristics. What other arguments may have 
moved him we do not know, but we can see that it was a 
combination of pure reasoning with observation that led him 
to state a theory which was startling when repeated to our 
own grandfathers. 

Even greater confidence in reason was displayed by the 
Eleatic school (notably Parmenides and Zeno, the inventor of 
the famous paradoxes). These submitted the physical theories 
of the Ionians to logical examination; and, by metaphysical 
reasoning, led to the formulation of the atomic theory. 
Parmenides’ reasoning may be indicated thus: non-existence 
does not exist; that is, there is no such thing as nothing. 
Therefore, what is, is eternal, for if not, it must have arisen 
from, or must end in, nothing; and nothing does not exist. 
Motion is an illusion, for a thing can move only by going into 
empty space, i.e. nodiing. Matter is uniform, for it cannot be 
mixed with nothing to become rarer; die Universe is a 
motionless, uniform, spherical plenum . 

Nonsense, of course - but the modem researcher docs not 
despise the negative result. Investigation into the laws of logic 
was one result of Parmenides’ thought: another was the theory 
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of Leucippus and Democritus, who accepted Parmenides’ con¬ 
ception of the universe, but postulated an infinite number of 
them, also empty space in which they could move. These were 
the atoms that constitute everything that is, being brought 
together and separated again by a natural motion. 

Another problem that was debated was the nature, and in¬ 
deed the possibility, of knowledge. It had been universally 
assumed that Reality was something stable, but Heraclitus, an 
obscure and oracular writer, preached the alarming doctrine 
that the contrary is true: the essence of the universe is Change; 
everything is in a state of flux. You cannot step into the same 
river twice, for the second time it is not the same river - a 
statement which a successor wittily emended to read ‘You 
cannot step into the same river once’, since it is changing while 
you step. Can you say then that a thing is, when it is always 
becoming something different? Can you in fact make any 
firm statement about anything? This Heraclitan philosophy 
had a profound influence on Plato, for the distinction between 
the changing, imperfect and ultimately unknowable world of 
sense, and the unchanging, perfect and knowable world of 
Reality is of course fundamental to Platonism. 

It is not only the philosophers who have this mental habit of 
disregarding what is on the surface - the transitory appearances 
of tilings, their multiplicity and variety - and trying to reach 
the inner, the simplifying, reality. Do we not fmd something 
very similar in Greek sculpture, which, until the beginning of 
the fourth century at least, made not the slightest attempt at 
portraying the individual, but strove always to perfect its 
representation of The Athlete, or The God? We certainly find 
something similar in Greek Tragedy. Between the Greek and 
our own classical drama there is the same sort of difference as 
there is between Greek and Gothic architecture, and the 
differences illustrate this habit of mind that we are discussing. 
As Gothic architecture delights in multiplicity of parts, in the 
utmost contrast of light and shade, and in ornamentation that 
draws upon the whole realm of nature - on birds, beasts and 
flowers, on figures of kings, saints and angels, and on grotesques 
too - so does Elizabethan tragedy, on its crowded and various 
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stage, present the whole complexity and richness of life - kings 
and citizens, counsellors and soldiers, lovers, comics, children, 
fairies. Everything is there. It has been said that a Gothic 
cathedral is never finished, and conversely Shakespeare has often 
been cut - but who could add anything to a Greek temple that 
would not be an obvious excrescence, or cut a scene from a 
Greek play without making it unintelligible? 

The reason for these differences is not that the Greeks had 
a superior sense of form, or an inferior imagination or joy in 
life, but that they thought differently. Perhaps an illustration 
will make this clear. With the historical plays of Shakespeare 
in mind, let the reader contemplate the only extant Greek play, 
on a historical subject, the Persians of Aeschylus, a play written 
less than ten years after the event which it deals with, and 
performed before the Athenian people who had played so 
notable a part in the struggle - incidentally, immediately below 
the Acropolis which the Persians had sacked and defiled. Any 
Elizabethan dramatist would have given us a panorama of the 
whole war, its moments of despair, hope and triumph; we 
should see on the stage the leaders who planned and some of the 
soldiers who won the victory. In the Persians we see nothing of 
the sort. The scene is laid in the Persian capital, one action is 
seen only through Persian eyes, the course of the war is 
simplified so much that the naval battle of Artemisium is not 
mentioned, nor even the heroic defence of Thermopylae, and 
not a single Greek is mentioned by name. The contrast could 
hardly be more complete. 

To say that the Athenian stage and the Greek dramatic form 
did not permit a realistic treatment of the war is true, but not 
true enough. The real point here is that both the stage and the 
dramatic form are what they are because the dramatists had no 
desire to be realistic. It is the dramatists who make the theatre 
and the dramatic form, not the theatre and the form which 
dictate to the dramatists. But every detail in the play is seen to 
be not only natural but also necessary when we realize that 
Aeschylus had no intention of writing a ‘historical* play, but a 
play rather on the idea that Hybris (in this case, the wanton 
defiance of the will of Heaven shown by Xerxes) is inevitably 
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punished by Heaven. In the play, Xerxes is overthrown by 
Zeus, the Greeks being only his intermediaries, and the very 
soul of Greece too. It is not the event, but its inner meaning, 
that Aeschylus is dramatizing; and if the historical events, in any 
particular, do not express the inner meaning clearly enough, 
Aeschylus alters them, thus illustrating in advance the dictum 
of Aristotle that poetry is more philosophical than history. 

Now we begin to see the connexion between a good many 
of the qualities of the Greek - between his confidence in 
Reason, his strong sense of form, his love of symmetry, his 
creative, or constructive, bent, liis tendency to rely on a priori 
reasoning. No doubt there are several paths through this 
jungle of notions, but as we have made our way from Thales to 
Aeschylus, let us go on from that point. 

I have suggested that the instinct which sent the first philo¬ 
sophers straight through the external aspect of nature to an 
assumed reality and unity underneath is the same instinct that 
is shown by the tragic poet who does not dramatize the course 
of the war, but uses the events of the war - some of them - in 
order to present what he thinks to be its real significance. It is 
because the Greek artist is always doing this that he is, in a 
special sense, always constructing or creating. It is perfectly 
true that all artists do this, but not all do it in the same way. 
There is all the difference in the world between giving a picture 
of life by building up a synthesis, through significant selection, 
combination and contrast, and interpreting it in the Greek 
fashion. The one leads to variety and expansiveness, the other 
to simplicity and intensity. As the Greek is trying not to give 
a representative picture of life, but to express one conception, 
as forcibly and as clearly as he can, the form that he achieves is 
much more logical and taut. Perhaps another example will 
help, a comparison between two plays which have in common 
that they use an enormous amount of story-material: Antony 
and Cleopatra, and the Agamemnon. Shakespeare bases his plot 
on Plutarch, and, roughly speaking, puts into it what he finds 
in Plutarch. Plutarch, as historian, records in the course of his 
narrative that one of Poinpey’s captains suggested to him the 
ingenious plan of sailing out to sea with the Triumvirs and 
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throwing them overboard. Shakespeare reads this, realizes that 
it would make a good scene, and puts it all into his play. What 
it has to do with the tragic love of Antony and Cleopatra 
(which is, I suppose, what the play is about) is not at all clear, 
but it helps to give depth and perspective to the whole pageant, 
and there certainly are ruffians like Menas, so that no doubt all 
is in order. As for the Agamemnon, it would cost me a very 
long paragraph to summarize in the shortest possible way the 
legendary material that Aeschylus actually uses: the rape of 
Helen, the expedition to Troy, and its success, the history of 
Cassandra, the murder of Agamemnon, and of Cassandra, 
even the quarrel in the previous generation between Aga¬ 
memnon's father Atreus and his own brother. That will indi¬ 
cate the range of the material, but the plot is very brief. It is 
announced that Agamemnon is coming home, he comes, and 
brings with him the captive princess Cassandra; Clytemncstra 
his wife murders them both; she says that he deserved it, 
because he had sacrificed their daughter to Artemis in order 
that the expedition might proceed; then her paramour Aegisthus 
comes in to say that lie deserved it, for a different reason. That 
is all. Aeschylus, like Shakespeare, had a long and complex 
story to work with. The difference is that Aeschylus tears his to 
bits, and with the bits he begins to construct a play about a 
certain conception of justice: roughly speaking, that retribu¬ 
tive justice inflicted in plain revenge leads to chaos. His frame¬ 
work is not the story, but this conception. Those bits of the 
story which he does not want, the story of the war, for in¬ 
stance, or the seduction of Clytemncstra by Aegisthus, he 
throws away, and those which he does want he uses not in 
chronological order, but in the order that suits him. (He is able 
to treat the story in this way because his audience knew its 
main outline already. One great advantage in using myth was 
that the dramatist was saved the tedious business of exposi¬ 
tion.) He is, in this special sense, creating something new, the 
Form is entirely under his own control. His theme, crime 
punished by crime that must be punished by crime, lie states a 
first, a second, a third time, with ever increasing tension, and 
the result is a logical, beautiful and powerful structure. All 
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Greek plays are, in this way, built on a single conception, and 
nothing that does not directly contribute to it is admitted. In 
fact, in Greek plays it is Menas who is thrown overboard. 
Hence die power and clarity of the plays. There are said to be 
as many Hamlets as there arc actors capable of playing the 
part; such a thing could not be said of any Greek tragedy. The 
relation between the meaning and the form is so logical that 
any wayward interpretation can be convincingly disproved. If 
it does not account for every detail of the play, it is wrong, for 
the true interpretation explains every tiling. 

Such, I think, is the origin of the logic and clarity which are 
so obvious in the Greek sense of form. 'The artist lias a very 
clear idea of what be is going to say, and is in complete com¬ 
mand of his material. Equally obvious is the Greek love of 
symmetry. This has some interesting ramifications; wc find 
the feeling for pattern and balance wherever we look. We may 
look first in one or two obvious places. Architecture wc have 
already mentioned; the irregularity of plan displayed by nearly 
every Gothic cathedral suggests to our minds the idea of 
dynamic energy, of life; to the Greek mind it would be abhor¬ 
rent, suggesting only imperfection. The perfect building, 
executed as conceived, will naturally be symmetrical. Or we 
may turn to Greek prose, with its passion for balance and anti¬ 
diesis, often indulged in to excess. In the good writers or 
speakers antithesis comes directly from the acuteness of in¬ 
telligence which at once analyses an idea into its component 
parts. (A good example is an anecdote about Themistoclcs 
which it would be a pity not to quote somewhere in this book, 
so Elellenic is it. An envious man from the very unimportant 
island of Seriphus told Themistoclcs that he owed his fame not 
so much to his own merit as to the fact that he happened to be 
an Athenian, ‘llicre is somediing in that/ said Themistocles; 
‘I should not have become famous had I been a Scriphian, nor 
would you, had you been an Athenian.’) But sometimes, even 
in Thucydides, the second part of the antidiesis is purely for¬ 
mal, and in the prose style elaborated by some of the Sophists, 
antithesis, emphasized by parallelism of all kinds, including 
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rhyme, becomes inexpressibly tedious. The Greek stylistic vice 
was not incapable shapelessness but bogus formalism. 

But the Greek not only liked his own creations to be sym¬ 
metrical, or patterned; he also believed that the universe at 
large must be symmetrical. This was natural. In the works of 
Man, Reason and Perfection assume a symmetrical form; Man 
is part of Nature; therefore Nature too, being ex hypothesi 
based on Reason, 1 will be symmetrical. 

Indications of the symmetry of Nature were not wanting. In 
the course of the year darkness balances light, and cold balances 
heat. Even the inconstant winds observe a general balance, and 
the lawful movements of the stars had long been known - 
except for the planets, ‘the Wanderers’. Symmetry, Law, and 
Reason were different aspects of the same thing. 

Therefore the Greek tended to impose pattern where it is in 
fact not to be found, just as he relied on Reason where he 
would have been better advised to use observation and deduc¬ 
tion. The early geographers illustrate the first point. Herodotus 
in Egypt was immensely excited by the Nile, and made all the 
enquiries he could about its source. One man was able to tell 
him, at third hand, a story of certain adventurous youths of a 
tribe that lived near the Syrtis (the Gulf of Sutra) who struck 
southward through the Libyan desert and after a dangerous 
journey were carried off by little black men (the Pygmies); and 
past their city flowed a great river, running from west to cast, 
with crocodiles in it. Herodotus* informant guessed that this 
was the Nile, ‘and’ says Herodotus, ‘reason supports this*. The 
reason is natural symmetry, for as the Nile bisects Africa, so 
the Danube bisects Europe, and the mouths of the Danube arc 
directly opposite the mouths of the Nile. The Danube rises in 
the far West, ‘among the Celts, by the city Pyrene*, says Hero¬ 
dotus, who had clearly heard the name Pyrenees, but turned 
them into a place or a people; what is more obvious than that 
the Nile, for its part, rises in the West too, and so has its source, 

I. The Greek for Reason, in the present sense, is ‘logos’, from which the 
adjective ‘logical’. ‘Logos’ is usually mistranslated ‘word’: it is rather ‘speech’, 
or, the idea which is conveyed by speech. ‘In the beginning was the Word’ 
really means ‘In the beginning was the Conception*. 
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as well as its mouths, opposite that of the Danube? - This is en¬ 
tirely characteristic of the early stages of Greek geography; 
whoever made the earth of course made it properly, in sym¬ 
metrical form. 

The other point, that the Greeks used Logos where they 
should have used scientific methods, can be illustrated from a 
controversy in the history of Greek Medicine. 

There are writers on Medicine who take, as the basis of their dis¬ 
cussion, some hypothesis that they have arbitrarily chosen - The Hot 
and the Cold, the Wet and the Dry, whatever they think fit. Thus they 
reduce the number of the causes of diseases and death among men, 
making them the same in all cases. These writers are mistaken in many 
of their actual statements , 1 but their worst mistake is that it is a craft, 
and a most important one, that they are dealing with. 

This is the beginning of an essay ‘On Ancient Medicine’ 
wliich has come down to us under the name of Hippocrates of 
Cos, the greatest figure in fifth-century medicine. Whether 
Hippocrates in fact wrote this essay is not known and is not 
important: the significant thing is the protest of the scientist 
against the a priori philosopher. The latter, descending into 
Medicine from the ampler regions of Natural Philosophy (as 
understood by them), were framing general ‘hypotheses’ - not 
scientific hypotheses, which are provisional theories formed to 
explain the facts observed, but unsupported generalizations 
more like the axioms of mathematics. This, our writer says 
later, is all very well with impenetrable mysteries like what 
goes on in the sky, or under the earth, but it is not the way to 
deal with a ‘craft’ (or an ‘art’, for the Greek word techne means 
both). The basis of Medicine, he goes on to say, has long been 
known, both its principle and its method. The method has led 
to many excellent discoveries, and what remains will be dis¬ 
covered, if a competent enquirer knows what has been learned 
already, and makes this the basis of further research. But the 
man is both the victim and the cause of error who rejects and 
despises all this and tries to prosecute enquiry in any other way. 
It is impossible: and 1 will prove that it is impossible. 

J. The text is uncertain here. 
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That is to say, in a science where there was the possibility of 
building up a body of truth by observation and experiment, 
there were Greeks who could be scientific enough. We see this 
already in Thucydides’ description of the Plague. He gives a 
minute description of its physical effects, and indeed of its 
mental and moral effects too, and introduces this description 
by saying ‘Anyone, physician or layman, may say what he 
thinks about the probable origin of the plague, and the causes 
which he thinks were enough to produce so great a disorder. 
I, for my part, shall describe only what it was like, and record 
those symptoms which might enable it to be recognized again, 
if ever it should recur; for I was attacked by it myself, and per¬ 
sonally observed others who suffered from it/ 

This is the scientific attitude; Thucydides will have nothing 
to do with unsupported generalizations. And what could be 
more scientific in temper than the following passage from the 
Precepts P 

In Medicine one must pay attention not to plausible theorizing 
flogismos’), hut to experience and reason (‘logos’) together ... I agree 
that theorizing is to be approved, provided that it is based on facts, 
and systematically makes its deductions from what is observed ... But 
conclusions drawn by the unaided reason can hardly be serviceable; 
only those drawn from observed fact. 

Of the careful observing of facts wc have an excellent illus¬ 
tration in the Epidemics, apparently the case-book of a travel¬ 
ling physician. The writer is q uite systematic. He first records the 
prevailing weather, then sets down the general course of the 
illnesses of his patients, mentioning the age, sex, and other details 
that might be relevant. I give the following typical example 
because it is short, and records an interesting place-name: 

The young man who was lying ill at the Liars’ Market took a fever 
after running, and unusual physical exertion. Day 1: bowels upset, 
many dun, bilious motions; urine thin, rather black; no sleep; thirsty. 
Day 2: all symptoms worse; excretions more unfavourable; no sleep; 
mental processes deranged; slight sweating. Day 3: uncomfortable, 
thirsty; nausea, much tossing about; distress, wandering in mind; 
x. Hippocrates (Loeb edn., I, f.), edited by W. H. S. Jones. 
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extremities livid and cold; hypochondrium on both sides strained and 
rather flabby (?). Day 4: no sleep; a turn for the worse. Day 5: died. 
About 20. 

There is a nineteenth-century criticism of the Epidemics 
(quoted by Dr Jones) which is interesting because it misses the 
whole point. It is to the effect that the author of the Epidemics 
is an inhuman spectator of human suffering that he docs noth¬ 
ing to alleviate. In fact, he does once or twice mention his 
treatment - for example, ‘Hot fomentations gave no relief’ - 
but the point is that he is writing as a pathologist rather than as 
a physician and sticks to his point. The Greek, in tills case, was 
more scientific than his modern critic realized. 

These quotations make it clear that there were Greeks who 
understood and followed scientific procedure, but also that 
others used mere a priori methods. To quote Dr Jones: ‘As the 
divine origin of disease was gradually discarded, another ele¬ 
ment, equally disturbing, and equally opposed to the progress 
of scientific medicine, asserted itself. Philosophy superseded 
religion. Greek philosophy sought for uniformity in the multi¬ 
plicity of phenomena, and the desire to find this uniformity 
led to guesswork and neglect of fact in the attempt to frame a 
comprehensive theory. The same impulse which made Thales 
declare that all things are water led the writer of a treatise 
in the Hippocratic Corpus to maintain that all diseases are 
caused by air. As Daremberg says, the philosophers tried to 
explain nature while shutting their eyes/ - Not that the Greeks 
were peculiar in this. The human mind is much given tp the 
thrilling exercise of leaping across chasms as if they were not 
there. The medieval theory of music, for instance, was some¬ 
times bedevilled with the doctrine of the Trinity in a way that 
seems a little incongruous nowadays. 

But let us not be too superior to those Greeks who ‘shut their 
eyes*. They kept sometiiing else wide open, namely their 
minds, and although the eye-shutting retarded the growth of 
science, the mind-opening led to things perhaps equally im¬ 
portant, metaphysics and mathematics. 

Mathematics are perhaps the most characteristic of all the 



THE GREEK MIND 


191 

Greek discoveries, and the one that excited them most. We 
shall be more understanding of those who shut their eyes to 
facts if first of all we keep in mind the Greek conviction that 
the Universe is a logical whole, and therefore simple (despite 
appearances) and probably symmetrical, and then try to imag¬ 
ine the impact 011 their minds of elementary mathematics. 

It happens that I myself - if I may be personal for a moment 
- was enabled to do this by an insomnia-beguiling piece of 
mathematical research that I once did myself. (Mathematical 
readers are permitted to smile.) It occurred to me to wonder 
what was the difference between the square of a number and 
the product of its next-door neighbours. 10 x 10 proved to be 
100, and 11 X 9 — 99 - one less. It was interesting to find that 
the difference between 6x6 and 7X5 was just the same, and 
with growing excitement I discovered, and algebraically 
proved, the law that this product must always be one less than 
the square. The next step was to consider the behaviour of 
next-door neighbours but one, and it was with great delight 
that I disclosed to myself a whole system of numerical be- 
behaviour of which my mathematical teachers had left me (I 
am glad to say) in complete ignorance. With increasing won¬ 
der I worked out the series 10 X 10 = 100; 9 X 11 = 99; 
8 X 12= 96; 7 X 13 = 91 ... and found that the differences 
were, successively, 1, 3, 5, 7 .. the odd-number scries. Even 
more marvellous was the discovery that if each successive pro¬ 
duct is subtracted from the original 100, there is produced the 
series 1, 4, 9, x6 ... They had never told me, and I had never 
suspected, that Numbers play these grave and beautiful games 
with each other, from everlasting to everlasting, independently 
(apparently) of time, space and the human mind. It was an im¬ 
pressive peep into a new and a perfect tmiverse. 

Then I knew how the Pythagoreans felt when they made 
these same discoveries - in vain, so far as I had been concerned. 
The ultimate and simplifying Truth that the Ionians were try¬ 
ing to find in a physical Something was really Number. Did 
Heraclitus declare that everything is always changing? Here arc 
things that do not change, entities that are eternal, free from the 
flesh that corrupts, independent of the imperfect senses, perfectly 
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apprehensible through the mind. Moreover,since Number was 
conceived spatially, these mathematical entities had a quality 
that the Greek postulated of anything perfect: they were sym¬ 
metrical, the Logos in them was a pattern. We may illustrate 
this by inverting the series stated above. The scries of square 
numbers can be obtained by adding the successive odd numbers: 

i 2 -f 3 = 2 2 ; 2 2 + 5 = 3 2 ; 3 2 + 7 ^ 4 2 

To the Pythagoreans these facts were patterns - for their 
mathematical thinking was done in geometrical terms; hence 
‘square number’: 

~7].’ 77L 

The further Greek thought advanced into this new world, 
the more its instincts seemed to be proved right, that under¬ 
neath the apparent variety there is simplicity; that Law rules, 
not Chance; that the universe is based on Reason, and that 
reasoning can disclose its inner reality. The road to the truth 
lies not through the senses but through the mind. 

This belief was strengthened by Nature’s habit of being geo¬ 
metrical. Some Pythagorean must have observed the geo¬ 
metrical structure of flowers and the larger crystals. We have 
no record of this, but we do catcli echoes of the excitement 
caused when the school discovered the mathematical basis of 
the musical concords. To the completely unmathematical 
mind it still seems a miracle of coincidence that what the ear 
accepts as the same note an octave higher is produced by a 
string exactly half as long - the simplest case of a whole series 
of ratios which are also musical intervals. In this the Greek 
mind saw much more than a coincidence, and much more 
than an interesting fact in physics. The Greek mind (as we 
should put it) was given to arguing from analogy, to leaping 
across chasms, the real reason for tliis being his assumption that 
the whole universe, or Nature, is a unity - the physical, the 
moral and the religious universe together. If we remember 
this; if we remember how he thought of morality as a mean 
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between opposites, a proper ‘tuning’, a harmony of the soul; 
if we remember the great part played in Greek education by 
‘Mousike’ (which included poetry and the dance); if wc re¬ 
member that mathematical relations were already being dis¬ 
covered in the physical universe - then wc can understand how 
the Pythagoreans, excited by their researches into the proper¬ 
ties of the tuned string, took a leap, and thought that they 
could find a mathematical basis for religion and morality too. 
They evolved a mystical doctrine of numbers, according to 
which God, or the Good, was 1 - Unity; Justice 4, the next 
square-number, and so on. It was a gallant attempt; but the 
history of man has shown since how much easier it is to master 
the physical than the moral universe. 

Plato was an ardent student of mathematics: over the door 
of the Academy was inscribed 

MHA12I2 AFEOMETPHTOE EIS1TO 
which, being interpreted, means ‘A Credit in Mathematics is 
required’; and one of his sayings was ‘God is always doing 
Geometry’ - a philosophic expression of the same instinct that 
moved Herodotus to conjecture what he did about the Nile. 
But with the mathematical impulse Plato combined Socrates’ 
conviction that the proper study of mankind is Man, and the 
ultimate Good for Man. He inherited, too, Socrates’ dialectical 
method, that is, the search through logical enquiry for the 
‘logos’, the all-embracing definition, of the virtues. He be¬ 
lieved, like Socrates, that Virtue is Knowledge; that a man who 
knows what virtue is will necessarily practise it, since virtue, 
being good, is necessarily preferable to what is bad. On this 
point it may be true that Socrates and Plato underestimated the 
weakness of the Will, but it is also true that wc probably under¬ 
estimate what they meant by ‘knowledge’. Plato, like some of 
his predecessors, drew a sharp distinction between knowledge 
and opinion. Knowledge is not what a man. has been told, 
shown or taught; it can be only what he has found out for 
himself by long and rigorous search. Moreover, only the per¬ 
manent, not the transient, can be the material of knowledge; 
only what ‘is’, not the objects of sense which are always ‘be¬ 
coming* something else. Plato in fact reaches a position not 

G 
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very far from that of the Psalmist who says ‘The knowledge of 
God is the beginning of wisdom* - though he reaches this posi¬ 
tion by a very different road. The knowledge of ‘what is* 
comes only through a life given up to intellectual striving, the 
introduction to which is the study of mathematics, for this 
leads the mind way from gross objects of sense to the contem¬ 
plation of things more real. The unchanging Realities we can 
apprehend by the mind only: the senses can show us only 
transient and imperfect copies of Reality. Of the Realities, or 
the Ideas, the highest is The Good, and although Plato does not 
formally identify The Good with God, he speaks of its divine 
nature in such a way that formal identification would make 
but little difference. 

Such is the Knowledge having which a man cannot do 
wrong; it is the knowledge of Being, of The Good, virtually 
of God. It is something much richer and wider than our cur¬ 
rent, purely intellectual ‘knowledge*, for a moral as well as an 
intellectual passion is its driving-force, and its object is the 
Truth that embraces every tiling; it belongs in fact to die Same 
order of things, however different it may be in kind, as the 
Christian State of Grace. Here is the culmination of the search 
made by Greek thinkers for the inner reality, the ‘logos*; The 
Word was God. 


XI 

MYTH AND RELIGION 

The object of this chapter is not to summarize a wide and very 
complex part of Greek life and thought, but simply to explain 
certain apparent contradictions which may be troubling the 
reader. 

We have spent some time on developing the idea that the 
Greek instinctively looked for unity and order in the universe, 
and this might lead us to expect him to be a monotheist. In¬ 
stead of that, we find him professing a most luxuriant poly¬ 
theism. Even in classical times, in the days of the enlighten¬ 
ment poets seem to invent new gods without thinking twice 
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about it: Hope, or Fear, or a dozen other such conceptions, can 
become Gods without surprising anybody, and we all know 
how St Paul (inaccurately translated by the Authorised Ver¬ 
sion) found die Athenians Very god-fearing*, but fearing a 
multiplicity of gods. Moreover we have seen, I hope, that the 
bulk of classical poetry and art is notably serious. It is very far 
from lacking in gaiety and charm; nevertheless the outstanding 
quality is a sense of moral responsibility. Yet the myths on 
which this art is based seem incredibly irresponsible. The in¬ 
numerable stories of divine caprice, brutality, amorousness, 
might well give us the impression that the Greeks were a 
people who took their moral duties very lightly indeed. But 
the impression would be quite false. 

These are two serious difficulties. The explanation is, to put 
it very briefly, that the Greek word ‘theos* does not mean 
God; that, in early times, the connection between theology 
and morality was not what we think it ought to be - in fact it 
was virtually none whatever; and that we inevitably take the 
myths in the wrong spirit, and approach them from the wrong 
end, since wc first meet them in their later and more trivial 
guise. Wc begin, whether we know it or not, with Ovid and 
his late-Greek authorities. To understand myth properly, we 
must begin at the beginning and not at the end. 

Let us take polytheism first. The primitive Greek seems to 
have thought about the gods much as other primitive people 
do. Our life is in fact subject to external powers that we cannot 
control - the weather, for example - and these powers are 
‘theoi’, gods. All we can do is to try to keep on good terms 
widi them. These powers arc quite indiscriminate; the rain 
falls on the just and on the unjust. Then there are other powers 
- or so we hope - that will protect us: gods of the tribe, clan, 
family, hearth. These, unseen partners in the social group, 
must be treated with scrupulous respect. To all the gods, sacri¬ 
fice must be offered in the prescribed form; any irregularity 
may be irritating to them. It is not obvious that they are bound 
by the laws diat govern human behaviour; in fact, it is obvious 
that some of them are not. That is to say, there is no essential 
connexion between theology and morality. 
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But the temper of the Greek people is shown by the way in 
which this primitive religion developed, still in prehistoric 
times. Among their Latin kinsmen the divine powers remained 
both multitudinous and anonymous, and ritual remained, so 
long as the religion persisted, a matter of observing with the 
most legalistic exactitude ancient formulae whose very mean¬ 
ing might have been forgotten. There was a barely imagined 
‘numcn’, which wc can hardly translate by any tiling so defin¬ 
ite as ‘spirit', that concerned almost every action of a man's 
life, from his first wail as an infant to his final disappearance 
into the grave; and if the rites were observed in the exact form, 
nothing else mattered. Among the Greeks things developed 
very differently. In the first place, their lively dramatic and 
plastic sense inevitably made them picture the ‘powers’ in 
something like human form. The gods became, one might 
say, sublimated Kings. In the second place, the impulse towards 
unity and order reduced the number of gods and combined 
them into a family and a family council. One example of such 
combination will suffice. The great tribal or national god Zeus 
was already also the sky-god. There was too a deity Herkeios 
who protected a man’s ‘herkos’ or farm-enclosure. These two 
gods became one, under the title Zeus Herkeios, Herkeios 
becoming only an adjective, a special aspect of Zeus in this 
particular function of defending the enclosure. 

But this impulse went further. Even though some of the 
powers may seem to be lawless and at times manifestly in con¬ 
flict widi each other, nevertheless there is a regular rhythm in 
the universe which they may strain but never break. In other 
words, there is a power which is more powerful than the gods; 
the gods are not omnipotent. This shadowy power was called 
Ananke, ‘what has to be’, or Moira, ‘the sharer-out’. This con¬ 
ception of a universal and impersonal power contains die germ 
both of religion and of science. 

The next stage is the combination of theology widi morality 
- not of course that the process was as clear and systematic as 
any short summary must suggest. The Greek could never rcs- 

| >ect forms as die Roman did. We can see at least two particu- 
ar ways in which the gap between religion and morality was 
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crossed. Sacrifice to the gods demanded strict ceremonial 
purity; for example, a man who had shed blood might not 
take part until he had been purified. It was natural that in time 
this divine demand for outward purity should be extended to 
inner purity. Again, certain offences which human law could 
not punish or men detect were placed under divine sanction. 
In primitive conditions the outlaw, the refugee, had no legal 
protection, and the humble person may not be able easily to 
obtain it. Therefore the suppliant, the guest, the beggar were 
regarded as the peculiar care of the gods. Perjury is an offence 
which it may be impossible to prove; therefore it is one which 
is peculiarly abhorrent to the gods. Above all, the Greeks re¬ 
fused, ultimately, to distinguish between Nature and human 
nature. The powers therefore that rule the physical universe 
must also rule the moral universe. By this time the gods have 
been spiritualized; Anankc or Moira arc now not the superiors 
of Zeus, but the expression of his will, and other divine powers, 
like the Furies or Erinnycs who punish violence and injustice, 
are his loyal agents. 

But was there no conflict between such a conception of Zeus 
and the myths which presented him as violent, irascible, 
amorous? There was indeed. But before we speak of the con¬ 
flict, we had better find out how the myths came into exist¬ 
ence. 

Two kinds of myth do not concern us here, the historical or 
professedly historical, like the Trojan cycle, and tales like that 
of Perseus cutting off the Gorgon’s head, which are folk-myth, 
Marchen , like the story of Jack and the Beanstalk. We are con¬ 
cerned with things like the overthrow and mutilation of Cro¬ 
nos by his son Zeus, and the enormous number of goddesses, 
nymphs and mortal women who were successfully loved by 
Zeus and Apollo. These are the stories which mislead us, and 
gave offence to the Greeks themselves in more reflective days. 
How did they arise? 

In general, they were simply explanations of things, given 
colour and life because the Greeks could not help it. 

They were explanations. There was an enormous number of 
existing religious practices and vaguely-remembered traditions 
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which called for explanation, and as the truth had been for¬ 
gotten, fiction took its place. The preceding paragraphs 
have given only a very imperfect idea of the complexity of 
prehistoric religion in Greece. We spoke, in a general way, of 
polytheism among the early Greeks - but let us reflect that 
these ‘early Greeks’ were not a coherent nation, but tiny 
pockets of people who pushed and jostled each other about for 
centuries, settling here, resettling there, continually making 
fresh contacts with new neighbours. Let us reflect too that 
only highly developed religions arc exclusive and intolerant - 
religions like Judaism, Christianity, Mohammedanism. A 
polytheistic religion is naturally hospitable to new gods. A 
fragment of the early Greek race, settling down among or 
upon new neighbours, would naturally continue its own 
deities, but would honour also the deities already existing in 
the locality. Thus - to take one example typical of thousands - 
at Amyclae near Sparta there was a festival known as the 
Hyacinthia in which both Hyacinth and Apollo were honour¬ 
ed. The chief feature of the sombre Hyacinth-ritual was the 
pouring of libations into the ground; the second of the three 
festival days was dedicated to Apollo, and was much more 
cheerful. The remote origin of this double festival is un¬ 
doubtedly that a new people worshipping the Olympian 
Apollo settled in Amyclae among a people whose religion was 
entirely different from their own, a people that worshipped an 
earth-god and not a sky-god. Piety and prudence would both 
forbid the neglect of the existing cult; old and new therefore 
were combined. As the generations passed the origin of the 
double cult was forgotten; indeed the very existence of earth- 
gods was forgotten. But natural conservatism and piety kept 
the rite alive. What then was it all about? To pour offerings 
into the ground could now mean only one thing: they were 
being offered to someone who was dead; and as Apollo had a 
share in the festival of Hyacinth, the dead Hyacinth must have 
been a dear friend to Apollo. Hence the explanatory story, 
that Hyacinth was a youth whom Apollo loved, but accident¬ 
ally slew him with a discus that he was hurling. ‘Hyacinthus*, 
as we have seen, is not a Greek word, neither is the worship of 
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an earth-god Greek. In this rite and story therefore we have a 
record or a reflection of the fusion of two entirely different 
cultures. 

Very often the earlier deity was a goddess, in which case it 
was natural to make her the wife of the incoming god. If he 
was a god, like Hyacinthus, he might become his supplanter’s 
son - but that involved a mother, some local nymph or 
goddess. Tills was natural, and very innocent; but as something 
of the kind happened in very many of the innumerable valleys 
and islands in which the Greeks settled, and as these local, 
supplanting gods were more and more identified with. Zeus or 
Apollo, it began to appear that Zeus and Apollo had an enor¬ 
mous progeny by a very large number of favoured goddesses, 
nymphs, or mortal women. But this divine amorousness was 
the fortuitous result, not the intention, of the myths; and the 
reason why it did not give immediate offence to religious senti¬ 
ment was precisely that it was known to be only an explana¬ 
tion. It was not authoritative, dogmatic, educative; it was only 
‘what they say*. It was an explanation, and although it acquired 
the weight of tradition it was an explanation which you could 
take or leave. The essential thing was to honour the god in the 
rite; nothing compelled you to believe the story about it. 

But there was another type of myth, much cruder, that had 
a different origin, though still intended as an explanation. 
What for example could have led anyone to invent the story 
about Zeus which gave such grave offence to later Greeks, 
that Zeus overthrew by violence his father Cronos, and kept 
him prisoner in the remotest depths of Hell? To put it very 
briefly, myths like this are an attempt to grapple with the 
origins of things, first of the physical universe, and then of 
the gods. In the beginning was Chaos, ‘yawning void’. Out of 
Chaos came die broad, flat Earth, the true mother of all things, 
gods as well as men. She produced Ouranos (Sky), and Earth 
and Sky in union produced Night, Day, and a whole brood 
of monstrous beings, these last being images of psychological 
as well as of physical forces. The gradual emergence of order 
out of confusion was naturally pictured in human terms. Why 
did not Eardi and Ouranos go on spawning such primitive 
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offspring? How did order come? Ourauos was overthrown 
and enchained by a new and superior son, Cronos, and in the 
fullness of time Cronos was similarly overthrown and super¬ 
seded by Zeus, under whom the world and the moral order 
which we know was brought about. That Cronos was a son of 
Ouranos and Zeus a son of Cronos was quite incidental; there 
was no one else of whom they could be the sons. It was only a 
later and much more sophisticated age that could fasten on this 
detail arid begin to take offence at the ‘unfdial* behaviour of 
these gods. 

Greek polytheism, then, was ‘natural* religion, made more 
complex and polytheistic by the fragmentation of the Greek 
race, and by the fusion, at least in parts of Greece, of two 
different kinds of religion, a religion that had to do with the 
social group, and a religion that had to do with nature-worship. 
The Greek instinct for unity and logic is seen in the creation 
of the Olympian system presided over by Zeus the Father of 
Gods and men: in this, Hellenic tribal and sky gods, apparently 
non-Hellenic nature goddesses and gods, a whole multitude of 
‘daimoncs' (spirits, but not ‘demons') like the Erinnyes or 
‘Avengers’, and personified abstractions like Dike (‘Justice’) 
and Themis (‘Law’), were united into a coherent system. This 
instinct is seen too in the way in which morality, originally a 
purely human and social concern, is placed under the protec¬ 
tion of the gods; also in the unifying conception of Ananke or 
Moira, originally superior to the gods, but later identified 
with die Will of Zeus. The multitudinous myths were, by in- 

personal 

But when religion and morality began to coincide, when 
the gods became not only natural, social and psychological 
powers, but moral powers too, the amoral element in myth 
became a stumbling-block. It presented a challenge which was 
taken up in different ways by the philosophers and by the 
artists. The artists removed or forgot what they did not like, 
and went on using the rest creatively; die philosophers swept 
it all away. Already in the sixth century an Ionian philosopher 
Xenophanes observed that if donkeys were religious diey 


tendon, explanations of this or that, inevitably given 
and dramatic form by the lively Greek imagination. 
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would imagine their gods in the form of donkeys. So much 
for that anthropomorphism which was the very soul of myth. 
Even Euripides, though a poet, condemns ‘the wretched talcs 
of poets’. If a god does wrong, lie is no god; if he desires any¬ 
thing, he can be no god, since God is perfect and complete. 
Plato utterly condemns the poets for publishing trivial, false 
and indeed wicked stories about the gods, such as that they 
fight with each other, or arc overcome by emotions like grief, 
anger, mirth. Reluctantly, he will not allow Homer in his 
Republic, and he is very angry with the tragic poets for 
spreading unworthy ideas of the Deity. 

It may well be that there were inferior tragic poets who 
deserved Plato’s strictures, but so far as concerns the tragic 
poets whom we know, Plato’s attack is absurd. It is the attack 
made on the artist by the philosopher who will not admit that 
there is any other road to the truth but his own. It is the attack 
of a severely intellectual philosopher who was also more of a 
poet than most poets have contrived to be; one who invented 
some of the profoundcst and most beautiful of Greek myths. 1 
‘There is a long-standing quarrel’, says Plato, ‘between philo¬ 
sophy and poetry.’ So there was, on the part of the philo¬ 
sophers, and most of all in Plato’s own soul. 

But the poets were unconscious of it. Pindar, Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, Euripides were philosophical poets if ever there 
were such, and myth, even ‘immoral’ myth, was their natural 
medium. It is important to understand how they used it. 
Superficially, the dramatic poets wrote plays ‘about’ mytho¬ 
logical personages; actually they did nothing of the sort. These 
men did not waste their own and the city’s time playing with 
figures taken from a Noah’s Ark - though something of the 
kind seems to have been assumed by critics who have written 
of their being ‘embarrassed’ by the myths they used. Nothing 
could be more false and less intelligent. They made their plays 
out of their own strivings with the religious, moral, philo¬ 
sophical problems of their time, and they used myth much as 
Shakespeare used Holinshed - and with just as much freedom. 
The story of Euripides’ Medea is fairly well known: Medea, 
I. See for example the last few pages of his Gorgias . 
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betrayed by her husband Jason, murders not only Jason’s new 
Corinthian wife, but also her own and Jason’s children. The 
central incident here, the murder of the children by their 
mother, was invented by Euripides; in earlier versions of the 
story they were killed by the people of Corinth. That is, in 
order to express his own idea, Euripides completely alters the 
myth - and his idea was not, as some modem producers seem 
to think, to create a part for a star tragic actress, nor yet to 
write a rather improbable psychological study, but to show 
how devastating, both to die immediate sufferer herself and to 
society at large, is passion uncontrolled by reason. Aeschylus 
similarly could use the most violent old myths and fill them 
with profound significance. In the Prometheus he uses the old 
cosmogonical story of the gods at war, of Prometheus defying 
Zeus and suffering in consequence age-long torment. In the 
Oresteia, the demand that Artemis makes of Agamemnon, 
that he should sacrifice to her his daughter, is a myth that 
comes down from remote days of human sacrifice; and the 
dealings of Apollo with Cassandra later in the play are not 
many degrees less shocking. Yet these myths are firmly built 
into two dramatic cycles - the one, alas, incomplete - which 
are among the supreme achievements of the human mind, 
dramas about the birth and growth of reason, order and mercy 
among gods and men alike. 

So one could continue, showing how in all the dramatists, 
and in Pindar too in a rather different way, myth remained 
vital, filled now with deep religious or philosophic meaning. 
It was still in essence wliat it always had been, an explanation; 
but now, in the hands of these grave and powerful poets, it 
became an explanation of human life and of the human soul. 

But the future of Greek religious thought lay neither with 
mythology nor with the Olympian gods nor yet with the 
more personal ‘mystery’ religions which were complementary 
to the Olympian cults. It lay with the philosophers. The Greek 
element in Christianity is considerable, ana it derives from 
Plato. The Zeus of Aeschylus, pure and lofty as he is, was yet 
too much the god of die Greek polis to become the God of 
mankind, just as the God of the Jews could not become also the 
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God of the Gentiles without considerable change. It was Greek 
philosophy, notably Plato’s conception of the absolute, eternal 
deity, which prepared the world for the reception of a univer¬ 
sal religion. 

So far as Greek myth is concerned some of Euripides’ later 
plays show how the centre of gravity is shifting. Serious 
thought begins to run in purely philosophical channels. The 
day of high poetry is ending; the classical unity of myth and 
religion is breaking up. Towards the end of the fifth century, 
Euripides (as in the Ion, the Iphigenia in Tauris, and the Helen ) 
begins to use myth satirically, playfully or romantically. We 
are now within hail of the final stage of Greek myth, the one 
which, thanks to the Hellenistic and the Roman poets, is the 
most familiar to us. The divorce of myth from thought was 
made complete by the effect of Alexander’s conquests. To 
Greeks living in the new Greek or half-Greek cities of Egypt 
or Asia, among strangers and under a remote and powerful 
King, the immemorial gods and local deities of Greece, with 
their local rites, seemed far away and faded. As among us an 
interest in folk-lore arose when the folk had been uprooted 
from the countryside and herded into towns, so in the new 
Hellenistic age, when the Greeks were scattered and the old 
life came to an end, local legends and rites of the homeland 
were diligently sought out and catalogued, no longer living 
myth but only attractive relics. To them the poets and artists 
eagerly turned; learned poets - like some wc know today - 
composing not for a living and visible polis, but for an edu¬ 
cated public, wherever it could be found, scattered over the 
big new world. This, the Alexandrian age, is the time when 
mythology developed into a form of literary and artistic 
rabies, when pretty or scandalous stories of divine amours and 
surprising metamorphoses were told in elegant verse by poets 
who, poor men, found neither the inspiration nor the audience 
for anything more important. This is die age which intervenes 
between us and the classical Greeks, and gives the impression 
that die Greeks were incurable triflers. The serious thinkers of 
this age were not wanting, but they were its philosophers and 
scientists, not its poets. The mythologizing or these poets is at 
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first charming, but it soon becomes an intolerable bore. It is 
dead; in Pindar, Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides it had 
been alive. 


XII 

LIFE AND CHARACTER 

Xenopiion, who became leader of the Ten Thousand, was 
exiled from Athens for reasons which are not very clear. He 
had become a close personal friend of Agesilaus, King of 
Sparta, and Agesilaus found for him a small estate in the 
Peloponnesus, at a place called Scillus, close to Olympia - no 
bad place to live, if one could not live in Attica, for everybody 
went to Olympia, sooner or later. Here lie must have written 
most of his books, including the Anabasis: and in the Anabasis 
- the account of Cyrus’ expedition and its sequel - he makes 
occasion to describe his country-retreat. It is one of the very 
few descriptions we have of life in the country. 

From the spoils that the Ten Thousand had won one-tenth 
was set aside for Apollo and Artemis, the generals severally 
being responsible for this. What Xenophon received for 
Apollo he dedicated at Delphi in the Treasury of the Athenians: 
what was due to Artemis of Ephesus (‘Diana of the Ephesians’) 
he left in charge of a certain Megabyzus, a priest to Artemis, as 
he himself was going off with Agesilaus and the rest of the Ten 
Thousand (now 8600) on a campaign against Thebes - and in¬ 
cidentally against Athens. But he survived the campaign, and 
Megabyzus, coming to watch the Olympic games, visited 
Xenophon in his country retreat hard by, and handed back to 
him die money due to Artemis. With it Xenophon bought 
some ground at a place indicated by Apollo at Delphi. ‘As it 
happens a river Selin us runs through this property, and a river 
Selinus runs past Artemis’ temple in Ephesus too, and in bodi 
there are fish and shell-fish. In the estate at Scillus there is 
hunting - all the game you could mention.’ Out of the money 
Xenophon also built an altar and a temple, and on the produce 
of the property he laid an annual tithe to provide a sacrifice to 
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the goddess: and all the citizens and the neighbours, with their 
wives, are invited to the festival. To those who come the 
goddess provides barley-meal, bread, wine, sweetmeats and a 
share of the animals sacrificed from the sacred pasture, and of 
those taken in the chase. For the sons of Xenophon and of the 
other citizens go hunting before the festival, and the men join 
in too if they like. The game is caught sometimes on the sacred 
ground, sometimes from Pholoe - boars, gazelles, and deer. 
The property is on the track from Sparta to Olympia, about 
two and a half miles from the temple of Zeus in Olympia. It 
comprises a meadow, and thickly-wooded hills which support 
pigs, goats, cows and horses, so that even the pack-animals of 
those who come to the feast have a good time. Around the 
temple itself has been planted an orchard with every possible 
fruit-tree in it. The temple is, on its small scale, like the one in 
Ephesus, and the statue is a copy in cypress-wood of the gold 
statue there. Beside the temple there is a pillar with this in¬ 
scription: ‘This property is dedicated to Artemis. He who has 
it and enjoys its produce must give a tithe every year, and from 
the surplus keep the temple in repair. If he does not do this, die 
goddess will see to it.’ 

It is a charming picture of one aspect of country life in one 
of the gentler parts of Greece. One can imagine that the ‘citi¬ 
zens and neighbours’ were a little puzzled by this very import¬ 
ant stranger who settled in their midst - a man who had led 
those mercenaries back from the end of the world, and was on 
such good terms with Agesilaus of Sparta and was writing a 
book about it - other books too, so it was said, including one 
or two about a queer Athenian - nobody of importance, 
though Xenophon would often talk about him - a philosopher 
of sorts, it seemed, name of Socrates, or something of the 
kind. Though you wouldn’t think there was much of this non¬ 
sense about Xenophon: a very religious man, very sensible and 
practical, though perhaps a bit fussy: he did set such store on 
having every tiling just so. 

This appears very clearly from a very interesting little tract 
of his which goes under its Greek title of ‘Economics* but in 
fact deals with the management of the home and die estate. It 
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is very pleasantly put into the form of a dialogue between 
Socrates and an Athenian country gentleman Ischomachus - 
and for once it is the other man who does most of the talking. 
Ischomachus has something to say about the training of a wife. 
His own was not fifteen when he married her - Mediterranean 
women do marry early - and had spent her childhood in strict 
seclusion, that she might not know too much. She knew how 
to make a garment out of wool, and how to supervise the ser¬ 
vants at their spinning, but for the rest, Ischomachus instructed 
her, first offering a sacrifice with prayers, in which the young 
wife joined with truly Xcnophontic piety. He pointed out to 
her that he had chosen her, and her parents him, as the likeliest 
partner to manage the joint house and to beget children to be 
in every way excellent and to be the support of their old age. 
His part is to look after what is outside the house - and present¬ 
ly we hear how the bailiff and the labourers are to be chosen, 
trained and kept working loyally and happily - while her part 
is to manage to the best advantage what he brings in: and God 
has carefully differentiated the natures of men and women 
accordingly; though in the moral virtues both are on the same 
footing. The wife is compared with the queen bee. It is her 
duty to manage so that what is intended for a year may not be 
used up in a month, that garments shall be made for those who 
need them, that the dried foods may be in proper condition 
when they are wanted. More disagreeable, perhaps, will be the 
duty of looking after the slaves when they are sick - but the 
young wife banishes all his apprehensions here: ‘This’, she says, 
will be a most agreeable office, for those who are treated 
well are likely to be grateful, and more attached to me than 
before.’ 

The lesson continues with remarks on the training of the 
women-servants in the domestic crafts: and then we come to 
the house itself. It is arranged with great forethought, and with 
no extravagance. Everything fits its purpose: each room seems 
to invite what is put into it. Thus, the innermost room con¬ 
tains the most valuable rugs and vessels, being the most secure. 
Com is in the driest room, wine in the coolest, and such fine 
vases and other works of art as we like to look at are kept in 
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the room with the most light. The house faces south, so that 
the living-rooms catch the sun in winter and are shady in 
summer (there being no doubt a slight colonnade outside). 
Ischomachus is insistent on the order and tidiness. What would 
an army or a chorus be like without strict order? He tells his 
wife of a Phoenician ship he once saw: its multifarious tackle 
was all stowed away in an incredibly small space - no bigger 
than a decent-sized dining-room, but everything was access¬ 
ible at a moment’s notice, in the greatest emergency the 
sailor could immediately lay his hand on whatever he wanted. 
Tidiness is so excellent a thing in itself. Clothes, shoes, even 
saucepans - how beautiful 1 they look when they are properly 
arranged. 

As to his own way of life, Ischomachus explains to Socrates 
that he gets up early (this would certainly be at dawn) so that 
if he wants to see anyone on business he is likely to find him in, 
and lias the advantage of the walk. (The implication is that this 
is better than waiting until the forenoon and catching your 
man in the market-place.) If he has no particular business in 
town, the servant takes his horse out to the farm, while he him¬ 
self walks, for the sake of the exercise; so much better than 
walking up and down in one of the city colonnades. On the 
farm he sees what the men are doing, and if he can think of any 
improvement, he tells them. Then he mounts his horse and 
rides, cross-country as if in war, except that he is careful not to 
lame his horse. Then he gives his horse to the groom, and goes 
back to town, sometimes walking, sometimes running, and 
has a ‘scrape-down’ - for after exercise the athlete rubbed him¬ 
self with oil and scraped off the mixture with a ‘strigiT, a 
curved blade. After this, Ischomachus has his lunch - the first 
food of the day - and is careful not to eat too much. What he 
does with the rest of the day we do not hear: it was filled no 
doubt with public and private business, and in talking with 
people like Socrates. Socrates admires this way of life: ‘No 
wonder you are reckoned one of the best of our horsemen and 
one of the richest of our citizens, seeing that you attend to both 
these matters so diligently/ 4 And yet’, says Ischomachus, ‘I am 

I. *Kalon\ see p, 170. 
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not very popular.’ - And there is no smile whatever on his 
face, and no very evident smile on Xenophon’s. 

How typical is all this? If we had a mass of such material 
with which to compare it, we might answer the question: but 
wc haven’t. My own guess is that it is not typical at all, quite 
apart from the fact that Ischomachus is a wealthy man. Some¬ 
thing of the eighteenth century clings to Xenophon - his care¬ 
ful piety, his love of order, his eminent sobriety, his amiable 
prosiness. He found Spartan company congenial: it is a possi¬ 
bility that he served with the notorious Thirty Tyrants, 1 who 
terrorized Athens for a short time after the end of the Pelopon¬ 
nesian War. On the whole, not a typical Athenian, and it would 
be excessively simple-minded to suppose that the views on 
matrimony and the education of girls which he attributes to 
the not very sparkling Ischomachus represent standard Athenian 
practice. 

But to this question wc shall have to return. Two details 
which certainly are typical are the absence of breakfast and the 
close coimcxion between city and country life. 

We have now seen a little of country life in the early fourth 
century, though it is through the eyes of a retired Major- 
General with a taste for history and for philosophy of no very 
arduous kind. Can we get really into the country, among the 
shepherds on the mountains, or the working farmer in some 
remote valley? It is surprisingly difficult. We have no records 
like those from monastery or manor-house which the medieval 
historian enjoys, and the city-state literature was never chatty 
or discursive. We hear of rustic festivals, not all of them as 
decorous as Xenophon’s doubtless was: of ancient rustic super¬ 
stitions and strange beliefs - for the wild parts of Greece re¬ 
mained very wild. In Arcadia it seems that so primitive a tiling 
as human sacrifice could still be practised in the fifth century. 
Aristophanes - in the Acharnians and Peace notably, gives us a 
picture of the Attic peasant driven into the town by the Spar¬ 
tan occupation, and hating it: and in the Acharnians we meet 
two Harry Lauder figures, peasants from Thebes and Megara, 
badly hit by the war: but of detailed or even sustained descrip- 
i. Seep. 153. 
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tion there is nothing at all. We must go back two centuries or 
more to Hesiod, confident that the picture of incessant work 
and planning is not yet out of date, or we can go forward a 
century to Theocritus and his tuneful shepherds, who have left 
behind them a-formidable literary progeny of Damons, Daph- 
nides and Lycidae, but also real successors in the Greek shep¬ 
herds of today, who, though they no longer improvise pun¬ 
gent or graceful amoebean songs in hexameters, do at least 
play on their pipes sometimes and create songs - or did, until 
the war gave them something else to think about. The Theo- 
critean shepherd is of course idealized, but in two of the more 
realistic idylls (IV and V) the idealization may not be very 
great. Theocritus VII gives a pleasant picture of a long walk 
and a country picnic on a hot day in the island of Cos. Going 
forward another four centuries to the writings of Dio Chryso¬ 
stom, a fashionable orator converted to philosophy, we find a 
detailed and a very sympathetic account of two families of 
crofter-hunters who live entirely by themselves on some waste 
land in a remote part of Euboea. Of these, one had never been 
into ‘the city’ in his life: the other twice - and the account he 
gives of it is most entertaining. 1 

Drama gives us an occasional thumb-nail sketch, more or less 
vivid, of a rustic character - in Euripides’ Electra the heroine 
has been married off, by the wicked Aegisthus, to a blameless 
peasant, that her children may have no pretensions to recover 
the crown from the usurper. We see her at dawn carrying on 
her head a pitcher of water from the spring, though her hus¬ 
band protests that there is no need for her to do this sort of 
tiling: ‘but’, she says, ‘I do it because you have been so kind to 
me. You have enough to do out of doors. I must look after the 
house. It is pleasant to the man who labours to come home and 
find everything in decent order.’ Presently, when she has been 
left alone for a while, to sing a lament for Agamemnon, the 
Chorus appears, in the guise of girls who come to invite her to 
the festival. ‘No,* says Electra, T cannot dance and make 
merry. And look at my unkempt hair and ragged clothes. Are 

1. This is most readily accessible (in a condensed form) in J. A. K. Thom¬ 
son’s The Greek Tradition . 
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these worthy of Agamemnon, and of the Troy that he cap¬ 
tured?’ ‘But the goddess is important. Come! I will lend you 
an embroidered gown, and golden ornaments ../But Orestes 
turns up, her long-awaited brother, come with the faithful 
Pylades to take vengeance on the murderers - but in no very 
heroic spirit. He does not declare who he is, and Electra is 
scared to death at seeing two armed men so near her house. 
In due course the peasant returns, and he is scandalized at the 
sight of his wife talking at the door with young men; this is 
most unconventional and improper. Electra explains that they 
are friends of her brother; they have come with a message from 
Orestes - which is indeed all that Orestes has yet divulged. 
‘Then/ says the peasant, ‘come in! My house is poor, but you 
arc welcome to what I have/ He goes in before them, which 
gives Orestes an opportunity to make a delightful moralizing 
speech on the theme You Never Can Tell. ‘Take tills man, a 
common fellow: nothing to look at - but what nobility!’ - die 
point being that the royal Orestes himself - in tills play - proves 
singularly ignoble. The travellers enter the house, their slaves 
carrying the luggage. The peasant reappears, and his wife hisses 
at him: ‘You fool! You know how poverty-stricken we are, 
why did you invite these gentlemen in, so much above you in 
station?’ ‘Well,’ says diis reasonable man, ‘if they are gentle¬ 
men - and they seem to be - won’t they be content with what 
they fmd?’ ‘Since you have made this blunder, go and find my 
old slave-attendant. He will be glad to hear that Orestes is still 
alive, and he will give you something to feed them on/ ‘Very 
well. But go in and get things ready. When a woman is put to 
it, she can find quite a lot to help out a meal. There’s enough 
indoors to feed them for one day. (Exit Electra.) It’s a grand 
thing to be rich! You can be generous to guests, and cure your¬ 
self when you fall sick. But so far as food goes it makes little 
difference. A rich man can eat no more than a poor one/ 
When the old slave comes, radier tired from the long climb - 
for the peasant is no wealthy farmer of the plain - he brings a 
lamb, some cheeses, some old wine - not very much, but sweet 
and strong: very good for mixing with something weaker - 
and wreaths of flowers, the graceful Hellenic equivalent of 
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evening-dress. But what is more to the point, he recognizes 
Orestes, so that the hero can hesitate no longer, and the play 
gathers speed for its grim and discreditable ending. 

In the Orestes of Euripides we have reported to us an honest 
and downright speech made in the Argive Assembly by a 
working-farmer. Orestes is being tried for killing his mother 
and Aegisthus. Talthybius the herald got up, and made a 
crafty, indeterminate sort of speech. He is the type (says 
Euripides) that keeps in with the dominant faction, and he was 
always looking, with a half-smile, in the direction of Aegisthus’ 
friends. Then Diomedcs (the blunt soldier): ‘Don’t put them 
to death, but respect the sanctities by sending them into exile/ 
This provoked cheers and counter-cheers. The next speaker was 
vulgar, violent and torrential; he proposed death by stoning. 
‘The next urged the opposite: a man of courage, though 
no tiling to look at; one who rarely comes to town, a working- 
farmer - and they are the men, no one else, who keep a 
country safe - but intelligent, quite willing to meet a man in 
argument, honest and above reproach/ He proposed that 
Orestes should be publicly crowned for avenging his father and 
killing an evil, godless and treacherous woman - and Euripides 
suggests that this proposal would have been accepted, if only 
Orestes had not been fool enough to speak in his own defence. 

Euripides obviously admired the peasant type: in Sophocles 
we get not the type but die man. His messenger from Corinth 
in the Oedipus Rex is a shepherd who, years before, used to 
spend whole summers with liis flocks high up on Cidiaeron, as 
shepherds still do in Greece when the lower pastures dry up. 

Three of these summers he spent with a shepherd from the 
other side of Cithacron, from Thebes, a slave of the King there, 
Laius. Once the Theban turned up widi a baby, and orders to 
expose it: but he could not bring himself to do this horrible 
thing, and the Corinthian took it. He gave it to his own king, 
who was childless, and gladly brought it up as his own. When 
the baby was a grown man he suddenly left Corinth and never 
came back, for a reason which the Corinthian shepherd never 
understood. Oedipus made his way to Thebes, and rendered 
the Thebans a great service, for which, Laius having just been 
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killed by brigands, be was given the vacant throne, and married 
the Queen. Then, years after, the old King of Corinth died, 
and there was a talk of inviting Oedipus to succeed him. At 
once our shepherd sees his chance. He goes off to Thebes as fast 
as he can to be the first to bring the news to Oedipus: he can 
expect a handsome reward. Besides, he has another claim on 
Oedipus’ favour; it was he who saved his life as a baby. So he 
comes into the play full of importance but very polite, very 
helpful, and quite certain that he is now a made man. But he 
stumbles out of the play an utterly broken man, for the result 
of his well-meant kindness to a helpless baby was that Oedipus 
grew up to kill his father and to marry his mother. 

There is a common soldier in the Antigone who is very like 
this Corintliian - independent, a vivid talker, with a sort of 
clumsy subtlety of mind and a taste for paradox. He has to tell 
Creon that somebody has disobeyed him and buried the 
traitor’s body. Creon flies into a terrible rage; he storms about 
treachery and corruption; then he rounds on the wretched 
Guard and tells him that if he does not produce the culprit he 
shall be hanged; that will teach him to take bribes! 

Guard. May I say something? Or must I just go? 

Creon. Don’t you know yet that every word of yours offends me? 

Guard . Where does it hurt you? In your ears or in your soul? 

Creon. Why do you probe die seat of our displeasure? 

Guard. I grieve only your ears; it is the culprit who grieves your 
mind. 

Creon. Pah! You are nodiing but a chatterbox. 

Guard (brightly). Doesn’t this prove that I didn’t do this diing? 

Creon. Yes you did! You have sold your soul for money. 

Guard. Dear me! A terrible diing, when a man jumps to die wrong 
conclusion. 

But the endless fascination of Sophocles is leading us too far 
from our theme. We were speaking of rustic life. The evidence 
is such as we have described, and there is not a great deal more. 
But before we turn to city life we may look at one tombstone. 
It was found in Achamae, the Attic mountain-region from 
which the charcoal came, and it commemorates (presumably) 
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ail ex-slave. It is in plain prose, but for the literary (and 
metrical) touch of the Homeric epithet used with ‘Athens*. 

This fine memorial marks the grave of Mamies the son of Orymas. 

He was the best Phrygian in Athens of the spacious dancing-floors. 

And by Zeus I never saw a better wood-cutter than I am. 

He was killed in the war. 

Now we may plunge into the turbulent life of Athens, where 
the difficulty is not quite the scarcity of evidence, but rather its 
occasional and disconcerting gaps. What is the evidence? In 
literature there arc first and foremost the plays of Aristophanes 
and the substantial remains of Menander's comedies (though 
these are outside our period); certain minor works of Xeno¬ 
phon - the Economics already mentioned, the Memorabilia (a 
Memoir of Socrates), the Symposium (Fable-talk), and the 
Revenues (on Athenian public finance); the private (law-court) 
speeches of Demosthenes (not indeed all by Demosthenes, but 
that makes no difference); many lively scenes in Plato, and 
especially his marvellous Symposium ; and the very acute and 
amusing Characters of Theophrastus, of which no one in¬ 
terested in humanity ought to remain in ignorance for ten 
minutes longer than he can help. All these make extremely 
good reading, though it must be said that some of their trans¬ 
lators draw a veil of literary pomposity between the reader and 
the original. Among the other evidence is the large number 
of vases decorated with scenes from daily life, and some funeral 
sculptures and inscriptions. 

It would be foolish to try to summarize all this in a few pages. 
Let us rather take a few general points, and bring in what 
precise information we can by the way. 

‘Call no man happy until he is dead.* We have met this 
maxim before, and even a superficial knowledge of Greek or 
Athenian life helps to explain its currency. Life, and con¬ 
sequently thought, were built very close to the bed-rock of 
Necessity, and a certain hardness, and therefore resilience, was 
the result. Local drought or floods could cause local famine. In 
1930 it befell me to walk through the Peloponnesus. Wc were 
buying supplies in a village, and our guide warned us to buy 
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extra bread because at the next village, half a day further on, 
they had had a wet harvest so that their bread was uneatable. 
So it was. The margin of life is so small, and the cost of trans¬ 
port so high, that a mischance like a bad harvest cannot be 
remedied. 

Then there was war, bad enough for us, but in many ways 
worse for the Greek. In the Memorabilia Xenophon records a 
conversation between Socrates and a certain Aristarchus. 
Aristarchus had been a wealthy landowner, but all his property 
was in the occupation of the enemy, so that not only was his 
entire income gone, but in addition to that he had on his hands 
fourteen female relatives who had fled from the enemy. The 
modern state does its best to invent cushions of various kinds 
to soften such blows upon the individual: the Greek polis, with 
its rudimentary finances and its complete individualism, did 
not even attempt it. ‘I don’t know how to keep them alive/ 
said Aristarchus: ‘I can’t borrow, having no security: I can’t 
sell my furniture, because nobody is buying.’ Socrates sug¬ 
gested a simple solution. ‘The women naturally know how to 
spin and make clothes. There is a market for clothes. Buy wool, 
and set them to work.’ Aristarchus did, and came back later to 
say that the women were working with a will, were much more 
cheerful and amiable, and were making enough money to live 
on. His only complaint was that they accused him of living in 
idleness. ‘Ah,’ said Socrates, hell them the story of the sheep 
who complained that the watch-dog did nothing/ 

Here is another war-story from Demosthenes LVI. A certain 
Euxitheus has been rejected on scrutiny by his fellow- 
demesmen as not being a lawfully-born Athenian. He appeals 
to the Court on the grounds that the decision was bad. If it 
stands, he is ruined; he will drop to the status of resident alien 
and as such will not be able to own property in land, and will 
be subject to certain other restrictions that might well take 
away his livelihood. (It is sometimes stated that such a man 
was liable to be sold as a slave, but this seems to be a mistake.) 
Part of the supporting evidence used against him was that his 
father had a foreign (non-Attic) accent - an interesting detail: 
all true Athenians, unlike all true Londoners, had the same 
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accent, and were proud of it. But, says the plaintiff, my father 
was taken prisoner during die Peloponnesian War, was sold as 
a slave in Leucas (near Corfu), and remained there many years. 
Naturally the purity of his Attic suffered. He gained his release 
through an actor who happened to visit Leucas: his kinsmen 
here ransomed him, and he came back home. If the story is 
true, we may guess that the Athenian slave was able to meet 
the Athenian actor, and through him to let his relatives know 
where he was. If the story is not true, at least it is one which 
its inventor expected to be believed. But he seems to have 
produced testimony to its truth. 

Apart from the chances of war there were risks by sea from 
pirates, particularly after die fall of the vigilant Athenian 
Empire. In Demosthenes LIII a man goes off in search of run¬ 
away slaves, is captured by a privateer, chained (to the great 
detriment of his legs), and sold in Aegina. The ransom is 26 
minae, or 2,600 drachmae, and the drachma can be considered, 
in actual purchasing value, as something not far short of a 
pound, as pounds go nowadays. He comes to a friend, who 
pledges goods and property to help him raise the money. It is 
incidents of this sort which help us to understand the emphasis 
which die Greeks always laid on Friendship: in a world like 
this a man without friends was defenceless indeed. 

Demosthenes LII contains a similar incident. A certain 
Lycon, of Heraclea, being about to sail to Libya, went to 
Pasion his banker, 1 with witnesses, reckoned up his balance 
(1,640 drachmae), and instructed Pasion to pay the money to 
Lycon’s business-partner Cephisiades of Scyros, who was 
abroad on another business-trip. Since Pasion did not know 
Cephisiades, the two witnesses whom Lycon took with him 
were to identify him to the bank when he came to Athens. 
Lycon set sail, the ship was captured by pirates and Lycon, 
wounded by an arrow, died. The consul of Heraclea at Argos, 
where the privateer put in, took charge of Lycon’s effects, and 
sometime later claimed this balance from the Bank, which had 
paid it to Cephisiades in accordance with Lycon’s instructions. 

1. For an interesting and lively account of banking see T. R. Glover’s chap¬ 
ter on ‘The House of Pasion’ in his From Pericles to Philip, 
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The result of the case is, as usual, unknown - for the later 
scholars who preserved these speeches had no interest in them 
as documents: only as specimens of Demosthenes’ style. 

So wc could continue for a long time, without even touch¬ 
ing on the perils of revolution, with wholesale confiscation and 
murder or exile. From this particular malady Athens did not 
suffer as badly as certain other states, but in compensation she 
suffered - or rather, citizens worth attacking suffered - from a 
type of man whose Greek designation, ‘sycophant’, means very 
much more than the word does in modern languages. We have 
bitter complaints about this social pest from Aristophanes on¬ 
wards. Xenophon ( Memorabilia , II, 9) records a conversation 
between Socrates and a wealthy friend, Crito. Crito observed 
that it was very difficult for a man to live in peace: ‘at this very 
moment people are bringing actions against me, not because I 
have done them any wrong, but because they think I would 
rather pay them money than have the trouble of going to 
court.’ Socrates (as always, in the Memorabilia) is very practical. 
He suggested to Crito that he should cultivate the friendship 
of a certain Archcdcmus, a man of great ability and integrity, 
a good speaker, but poor, because he disdained easy roads 
to wealth. Crito therefore - note the gentlemanly procedure - 
made a practice of inviting Archcdemus every time he offered 
a sacrifice, and when his crops came in, whether of corn, oil, 
wine, wool or anything else, he would send a portion to 
Archedemus. In return, Archedemus turned on some of these 
‘sycophants’. He discovered offences of which they had been 
guilty, and, with the help of other citizens whom they had 
blackmailed, pursued them mercilessly until they promised to 
let Crito alone, and in addition paid money to Archedemus. 
He was taunted with being a hanger-on of Crito, but his reply 
was ‘Which is the more honourable, to be the friend of honest 
men and the enemy of the wicked, or to make honest men your 
enemies and the wicked your friends?’ 

We have a picture of such a person - Stephanus - in the 
highly disreputable and very readable speech Against Neaera 
(Demosthenes, LIX: probably not written by Demosthenes). 
In this violent attack Stephanus is described as a blackmailer 
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living on the immoral earnings of his wife, whose various 
prostitute-daughters he has illegally married to Athenian 
citizens falsely representing them to be his own children, bom 
of an Athenian mother. ‘This fellow', says his prosecutor, ‘was 
getting no income worth mentioning out of political life, for 
he was not yet one of the regular speakers, but only a syco¬ 
phant, sitting near the platform and shouting, making in¬ 
dictments and laying informations for liire, putting his name 
to other men’s proposals. Then Callistratus took him up’ - 
Callistratus being one of the leading statesmen of the day; not 
a lucky one, for he was eventually condemned to death in a 
moment of popular indignation when a Thessalian upstart had 
actually carried out a naval raid on the Piraeus. 

Accusations made in Athenian courts arc not always to be 
implicitly believed; nevertheless complaints of conspiracy and 
corrupt evidence arc so common, and in some cases so well 
supported by argument and evidence, that it cannot have been 
unknown. It could not have been difficult for determined and 
clever men to exploit in this way these amateur ‘people’s 
courts’: a regular formula was, ‘And you, gentlemen, were so 
completely deceived by these unprincipled blackguards that 
For instance, Apollodorus, one of the accusers of Stcphanus in 
this speech, tells this story. He was a member of the Boule when 
the Assembly decided to send out its entire force to Olynthus. 
Apollodorus therefore proposed that, since Athens was at war, 
the surplus revenue should be diverted from the festival-fund 
to the war; this being in accordance with law, the proposal 
passed the Assembly without opposition. But Stcphanus 
attacked it as unconstitutional: he produced false witness to 
sustain the charge that Apollodorus had been in debt to the 
Treasury for many years and therefore was debarred from 
making any motion in the Assembly, ‘and by bringing for¬ 
ward many charges that were quite irrelevant he secured the 
verdict’. In spite of entreaties Stephanus proposed the enormous 
fine of 15 talents (which we may think of as something like 
^75,000), which, he says, was just five times what he possessed. 
If the fine were not paid within the year it would be doubled, 
and all his property confiscated: Apollodorus and his family 
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would have been reduced to beggary, and no one would have 
married his daughter. However, the jury reduced the fine to 
one talent, which he was able to pay, though with difficulty. 
‘And for this 5 , he says, ‘1 am grateful. And your indignation, 
gentlemen, is due not to the jury that was deceived, but to the 
one who deceived them. - And so’, he adds, 1 have very good 
reason for bringing this present case against him/ Prosecutors 
speak very frankly of their desire for vengeance - for at least 
two reasons: the explanation, if believed, will free them from 
the suspicion of‘sycophancy', and to seek revenge was a matter 
of personal honour. 

In the case of Euxitheus just mentioned there is an interesting 
story which seems to be true. The appellant (so he says) had 
given offence to a violent and unscrupulous politician called 
Eubulides, by giving testimony against him in a case which 
Eubulides lost by a very large majority. Eubulides' revenge 
was to contrive his expulsion from the register; if the plaintiff 
could be proved to have illegally crept on to the register, he was 
liable to be sold as a slave and to have his property confiscated. 
Eubulides' method sounds vaguely familiar. He happened to 
be a member of the Boule, and as such convened a meeting of 
the deme to examine the register. Most of the day he wasted 
making speeches and framing resolutions, so that the actual 
voting did not begin until it was very late. By the time the 
plaintiff’s name was called - apparently the whole thing was 
sprung on him suddenly - it was already dark, and most of the 
demesmen had gone home, for most of them actually resided 
in the deme, 1 and that was about four miles from the city. 
Practically none were left except men suborned by Eubulides, 
but in spite of the plaintiff's protests Eubulides insisted on 
taking a vote. ‘There were not more than thirty who voted, 
but the votes on being counted came to more than sixty, so 
that we were all astonished.’ And no wonder. 

In reading these very interesting speeches we do well to 
remember two things. One is obvious enough, that more 
scoundrels are met in the law-courts than in general society. 
The other is the period to which they belong: the middle of 
x. Membership of a deme went by ancestry, not residence. 
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the fourth century. In fact they give us detailed evidence for the 
argument put forward in our chapter on the ‘Decline of the 
Polis’: die complexity of life in Athens was such diat the old 
amateur conception of the polis no longer worked properly. 
The theory of the constitution - like that of the American - 
was out of date. 

Much could be said about the burdens and vexations in 
wliich public services involved the rich, and the anxieties and 
perils which a public office might bring upon a poor man, but 
other aspects of life claim our attention, and it would be a 
mistake to harp too long on the dangers of public life, since 
the normal and the uneventful is not recorded. Enough has 
been said to show that life, even in Athens, was not stultified by 
a humdrum security. Indeed, to turn from die civilized per¬ 
fection of Sophocles and Plato to Greek life in the raw is to 
experience something like a mental dislocation. 

Most men arc interested in women, and most women in 
themselves. Let us therefore consider the position of women 
in Athens. It is the accepted view, challenged, so far as I know 
by nobody except A. W. Gomme, 1 that die Athenian woman 
lived in an almost Oriental seclusion, regarded with in¬ 
difference, even contempt. The evidence is partly the direct 
evidence of literature, partly the inferior legal status of women. 
Literature shows us a wholly masculine society: domestic 
life plays no part. Old Comedy deals almost entirely with 
men (but for die extravaganzas of the Lysistrata and Women 
in Parliament ); in Plato’s dialogues die disputants are always 
men; the Symposium both of Plato and Xenophon make it 
quite plain that when a gentleman entertained guests the only 
women present were those who had no reputation to lose, 
except a professional one: indeed, in die Neaera - case testi¬ 
mony diat one of the wives dined and drank with her hus¬ 
band’s guests is given as presumptive evidence that she is a 
prostitute. The Athenian house was divided into the ‘men’s 
rooms’ and the ‘women’s rooms’: and die women’s part was 
provided with bolts and bars (Xen., Oeconom.). Women did 
not go outexcept under surveillance, unless they were attending 
I. In Essays in History and Literature (Blackwell. 1937). 
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one of the women’s festivals. Twice in tragedy (Sophocles’ 
Electra and Antigone) girls arc brusquely told to go indoors, 
which is their proper place: Jebb, commenting on Antigone 
579, quotes a poetic fragment: ‘Nor permit her to be seen out¬ 
side the house before her marriage’, and he quotes from the 
Lysistrata of Aristophanes: ‘It is difficult for a (married) woman 
to escape from home’. It was the man who did the shopping; 
he handed what he bought to his slave to carry. (The ‘mean 
man* in Theophrastus carries it all home himself.) In the 
comedies of Menander (third century b.c.) the young man who 
has romantically fallen in love with a girl has invariably met 
her at a festival - the implication being that he has little chance 
of incurring this malady in ordinary social life. (Though we 
may remember that the staid Ischomachus ‘chose’ his young 
wife, so that presumably he had at least seen her, and we shall 
hear from Theophrastus that a young man might serenade his 
sweetheart.) Indeed, the romantic attachments that we do hear 
of are with boys and young men, and of these we hear very 
frequently: homosexual love was regarded as a normal thing 
and treated as frankly as heterosexual love. (Like the other sort, 
it had its liigher and its lower aspect.) Plato has some fine 
passages describing the beauty and the modesty of young lads, 
and the tenderness and respect with which the men treated 
them. 1 Marriages were arranged by the girl’s parents, and we 
have seen from our brief glance at Xenophon’s Ischomachus 
that he at least took no very ecstatic view of matrimony. The 
wife is the domestic manager and little more: indeed, he 
expressly says that he prefers his young wife to be entirely 
ignorant, that he himself may teach her what he wishes her to 
know. The education of girls was omitted; for intelligent 
female company the Athenian turned to the well-educated 
class of foreign women, often Ionians, who were known as 
‘companions’, hetaerae, women who occupied a position 
somewhere between die Athenian lady and the prostitute: 
Pericles’ famous mistress Aspasia belonged to diis class - her 
name, incidentally, meaning ‘Welcome’! So we read in 

i. Those who find this topic interesting or important arc referred to Ham 
Licht, Sexual Life in Ancient Greece . 
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Demosthenes: ‘Hetaerae we keep for the sake of pleasure: 
concubines (i.e. female slaves) for the daily care of our persons, 
wives to bear us legitimate children and to be the trusted 
guardians of our households/ And finally, no account of die 
position of women in Athens is complete without a reference 
to Pericles and Aristotle. Pericles said in his Funeral Speech: 
‘The best reputation a woman can have is not to be spoken of 
among men either for good or evil*: and Aristotle holds (in the 
Politics ) that by nature die male is superior, the female inferior, 
therefore the man rules and the woman is ruled. 

Therefore, as I have said, it is almost unanimously held that 
the Athenian woman had very little freedom, some writers 
going so far as to speak of ‘the contempt felt by the cultured 
Greeks for their wives*. It is orthodox to compare the re¬ 
pression of women in Athens with the freedom and respect 
which they enjoyed in Homeric society - and in historical 
Sparta. 

This seems to be confirmed when we turn to the legal 
evidence. Women were not enfranchised: that is, they could 
not attend the Assembly, still less hold office. They could not 
own property: they could not conduct legal business: every 
female, from the day of birth to the day of her death, had to be 
the ward, so to speak, of her nearest male relative or her 
husband, and only through him did she enjoy any legal pro- 
tectipn. The ‘guardian* gave the woman in marriage - and a 
dowry with her: if there was a divorce, the dowry returned 
with the wife to the guardian. The legal provision most 
foreign to our ideas related to die daughter who was left sole 
heir to a father who had died intestate: the nearest male kins¬ 
man was entitled to claim her in marriage, and if married 
already he could divorce his own wife in order to marry the 
heiress. (It should be explained that in any case Attic law 
recognized marriage between uncle and niece, even between 
half-brother and half-sister). Alternatively, the nearest male 
kinsman became guardian to the heiress, and must give her in 
marriage, with a suitable dowry. In fact, a man who had no son 
and was not likely to have one, normally adopted one - not 
a male baby but a grown man - for example, a brother-in-law; 
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for the purpose of the adoption was not to indulge a sen¬ 
timent or cure a psychosis, but to leave behind a proper 
head of the family to continue its legal existence and religious 
rites. But obviously many a man died before the adoption of 
a son appeared necessary: heiresses were left, and Isaeus (an 
orator who specialized in cases of disputed inheritance) assures 
us - or rather assures his audience, which may not be the same 
thing - that ‘many a man has put away his wife’ to marry an 
heiress. Apart from this special case, the laws of divorce applied 
to husbands and wives with reasonable, though not complete, 
impartiality: for instance - I quote Jebb’s careful wording - 
‘a childless union could be dissolved at the instance of the 
wife’s relatives’. 

Does any more need to be said? When the legal evidence is 
added to the literary - and I think my necessarily brief sum¬ 
mary represents both not unfairly - is it not quite clear that the 
Athenian treated his women with considerable indifference, for 
which ‘contempt’ may not be too harsh a substitute? Can we 
doubt on the evidence that in this pre-eminently masculine 
society women moved in so restricted a sphere that we may 
reasonably regard them as a ‘depressed area’ ? 

In detective stories there often comes a point where the 
detective is in possession of the facts, and sees that they lead to 
one conclusion. 1'here is no doubt at all - except that we are 
still ten chapters from the end of the book. Accordingly, the 
detective feels a vague uneasiness: every tiling fits, yet it seems 
all wrong: there must be something, somewhere, which he has 
not yet discovered. 

I confess that I feel rather like that detective. What is wrong 
is the picture it gives of the Athenian man? The Athenian had 
his faults, but pre-eminent among liis. better qualities were 
lively intelligence, sociability, humanity, and curiosity. To say 
that he habitually treated one-half of his own race with 
indifference, even contempt, does not, to my mind, make 
sense. It is difficult to see the Athenian as a Roman pater¬ 
familias, with a greater contempt for women than we attribute 
to the Roman. 

To begin with, let us take a few general considerations that 
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may induce in us a certain hesitation. As far as Greece is 
concerned, the most Hellenic of us is a foreigner, and we all of 
us know how wide of the mark even an intelligent foreigner’s 
estimate can be. He sees undeniable facts - but misinterprets 
them because his own mental experience is different. Other 
facts he does not see. For example, I once had the advantage 
of having an analysis of the English character from a young 
German who was not a fool, and knew England tolerably well, 
both town and country. He told me, as something self-evident, 
that we play cricket for the good of our health: and when I 
mentioned in the course of the discussion the flowers which 
every cottager loves to grow, I found that he had supposed 
them to be wild flowers. Naturally, his picture of the English¬ 
man was exceedingly funny. Similarly, every Frenchman has 
his mistress (evidence: French novels and plays), no French¬ 
man loves his wife (all French marriages are ‘arranged’), there 
is no home-life in France (men congregate in cafes, which 
respectable women do not use); and the Frenchwoman’s legal 
status is much lower than the Englishwoman’s. Women in 
France therefore arc less free, less respected and less influential 
than in England. - We used to hear this argument, and know 
how silly it is. The foreigner so easily misses the significant 
thing. 

Another general point: the fallacy of assuming that any¬ 
thing for which we have no evidence (viz. home life) did 
not exist. It may have existed, or it may not: we do not know. 
- But is it possible that Greek literature should be so silent 
about domestic life if domestic life counted for anything? The 
answer expected is No: the true answer is Yes. In a modern 
literature the argument from silence would be very strong: in 
Greek literature it amounts to very little. We have noticed how 
Homer refrains from painting in the background which we 
expect, and gives us one which we do not expect; we have 
noticed how the dramatists are constructional rather than re¬ 
presentational. In the Agamemnon Aeschylus does not show us 
the streets and the market, ordinary citizens’ houses, goatherds, 
cooks and scullions about the palace. We do not infer that these 
did not exist, nor that Aeschylus had not an interest in such 
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things. We can see at once that these things do not come into 
Ills play because there was no reason why they should. All 
classical Greek art had a very austere standard of relevance. 

A related point is the subject-matter of the literature of the 
period. Unless we arc on our guard, we instinctively think of 
Literature as including, novels, biographies, letters, diaries - 
literature, in short, about individuals, either real or fictive* 
Classical Greek literature docs not revolve around the in¬ 
dividual; it is ‘political’. Practically the only informal literature 
we have is Xenophon’s Memorabilia and Table Talk (the 
Symposium ), and these do not profess to give an intimate 
biography of Socrates, but deal explicitly with Socrates the 
’philosopher. We find Xenophon’s Ischomachus rather un¬ 
romantic? To what has been said above on this point we may 
now add this, that Xenophon was not writing about Athenian 
married life; like Mrs Beeton, he was writing on Household 
Management. 

Then there is a point very shrewdly made by Gomme, that 
our evidence is scanty, and we may easily misinterpret what we 
have. Gomme puts together some dozen dicta about women 
and marriage selected from nineteenth-century writers which 
would give a very false impression if we could not see them - 
as we can - against the whole background, and read them 
accordingly. Take Pericles’ dictum, which has come re¬ 
echoing down the ages. It is typical of the disdain which the 
Athenians felt for women. Possibly. But suppose Gladstone 
had said, 1 do not care to hear a lady’s name bandied about in 
general talk, whether for praise or dispraise’: would that imply 
disdain, or an old-fashioned deference and courtesy? 

Again, it is pointed out that it was common form in Athens 
to refer to a married woman not by her name (as it might be, 
Cleoboule) but as ‘Nicanor’s wife’. The Athenian woman, 
poor thing, did not even have a known name, so obscure was 
she. Quite so: but among ourselves, when Sheila Jackson 
marries she becomes Mrs Clark: Sheila to her friends indeed, 
but Sheila Jackson to nobody. - We must be cautious. 

My last general point is perhaps the most important. In 
discussing this topic, what are we really talking about? Are we 
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comparing the position of women in Athens with the position 
of women in Manchester? Or are we trying to estimate the 
character of the Athenian, and of his civilization^ on the basis 
(partly) of the position he allotted to his women? It makes a 
very great difference. If the former, then it is pertinent to say 
that the Manchester woman can vote and take a part in political 
life, while the Athenian woman could not. But if we say that 
because we give women the vote we arc more enlightened and 
courteous than the Athenian, we are talking nonsense. Wc are 
comparing details in two pictures and ignoring the fact that 
the pictures arc utterly different. If a woman in Manchester 
wants to go to London, she can do it on precisely the same 
terms as a man: she can buy her ticket, summer or winter, and 
the fare is the same for all. If an Athenian (male) wanted to go 
to Thebes, lie could walk or ride a mule, and in winter the 
journey across the mountains was exhausting and perilous. If a 
woman wanted to go - it might be possible, by waiting lor the 
proper season, but it would be a serious undertaking. It is 
perfectly reasonable, in a modern state, that women should be 
enfranchized. In the first place, civilization - to use the word 
for once in its improper sense - has made the physical differences 
between the sexes of very little political importance: women 
can use the train, bicycle, telephone, newspaper, on the same 
terms as men; and conversely the bank-clerk or don, provided 
that he is healthy, need not be stronger in muscle than the 
normal woman; he knows that there is no chance of his being 
required next week to march twenty miles under a baking sun 
in heavy armour, and then to fight as stoutly as the next man 
- or else imperil the next man's life. In the second place, the 
substance of politics and administration has changed. It is true 
that political decision then, as now, affected everyone regard¬ 
less of age and sex, but the field which government covered was 
very much smaller, and concerned, in the main, matters which, 
inescapably, only men could judge from their own experience 
and execute by their own exertions. One reason why women 
have the vote today is that in many matters of current politics 
their judgment is likely to be as good as a man’s, sometimes 
better, while in important matters their ignorance is not likely 

H 
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to he greater. Nor should we forget what is probably an even 
more important difference. We think that it is normal to 
regard society as an aggregate ofindividuals. This is not normal 
from the historical point of view: it is a local development. 
The normal view is that society is an aggregation of families, 
each having its own responsible leader. This conception is not 
Greek only; it is also Roman, Indian, Chinese, Teutonic. 

It is open to anyone to say that not for untold wealth would 
he have been a woman in Ancient Athens: perhaps one would 
not regret not having been an Athenian man either; for the 
polis, not to mention the ordinary conditions of life, made 
some extremely uncomfortable demands on him too. What is 
not sensible is to say to the Athenian: ‘We treat women much 
better in Golders Green. Aren’t you a bit of a blackguard?’ 

After this general discussion let us look at the evidence again. 
We will try to keep in mind the two separate questions: docs 
the orthodox view correctly state the facts? and, if so, docs it 
draw the correct deductions from them? That is, was the life 
of the Athenian woman restricted and stunted? and, if so, was 
the reason that the men regarded them with indifference or 
disdain? 

We have seen that the literary evidence is too scanty, and, in 
a certain sense too one-sided, to give us any confidence that we 
have in it the complete picture. When a man gives a dinner, 
his wife does not appear. The Athenian gentleman liked mas¬ 
culine company ~ unlike the gentlemen of London, who have 
never even heard of a club which did not freely admit ladies. 
But did the Athenian play the host or the guest every evening 
of the year? And did the women not have their social occasions? 
Euripides was under die impression that they did: more than 
once he says tilings like, ‘What an evil it is to have women 
coming into the house gossiping!’ Did the Athenian, when he 
had no guests, dine alone, like some Cyclops in his cave? Did 
he never dream of talking to his wife about anything except 
die management of the household and the procreation of law¬ 
ful children? Stephanus and Neaera once more raise their 
disreputable heads. Their prosecutor says, in his peroration, to 
the one, two or three hundred jurymen: 
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Gentlemen, if you acquit this woman, what will you say to your 
wives and daughters when you go home? They will ask where you 
have been. You will say, ‘In the courts’. They will say, ‘What was the 
case?* You of course will say, ‘Against Neacra. She was accused of 
illegally marrying an Athenian, and of getting one of her daughters - 
a prostitute - married to Thcogenes the archon.../ 

You will tell them all the details of the case, and you will tell them 
how carefully and completely the case was proved. When you have 
finished they will say, ‘And what did you do?’ And you will reply, ‘We 
acquitted her’. - And then the fat will be in the fire! 

It is perfectly natural - and that is the reason why I quote the 
passage. It is one of the very few scraps of evidence we have 
bearing on the ordinary relations of a man with his wife and 
daughters, and what happens is precisely what would happen 
today. The juryman is not expected to reply to his women: 
‘You forget yourselves! You are Athenian women, who should 
rarely be seen and never heard/ 

Another literary scrap. In Xenophon’s Table Talk one of the 
guests, Niceratus, has recently married. Niccratus knows 
Homer by heart, and explains to the company how much 
Homer has taught him - strategy, rhetoric, farming: all sorts 
of things. Then he says, turning pleasantly to his host, ‘And 
there’s another thing I’ve learned from Homer. Homer says 
somewhere: “An onion goes well with wine”. We can test 
that here and now. Tell them to bring in some onions! You 
will enjoy the wine very much more.’ ‘Ah!’ says another 
guest, ‘Niceratus wants to go home smelling of onions so that 
his wife shall think that no one else has so much as thought of 
kissing him!’ It is of course very slight, but it is precisely the 
sort of good-natured jest that one might hear any evening in 
an English club or a public-house. 

But there is evidence, not yet mentioned, which is not so 
slight. It points in the same direction, and is unintelligible on 
the orthodox view. We happen to possess a large number of 
painted vases (fifth century) that portray domestic scenes, 
including some funerary-urns representing a dead wife as 
living, and taking farewell of her husband, children and slaves. 
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There are also sculptured tombstones - quite ordinary ones - 
showing similar scenes. These, in their noble and unaffected 
simplicity, arc among the most moving things which Greece 
has left us. They rank with the Andromache passage in the 
Iliad which 1 paraphrased earlier. I quote from Gomme’s essay 
a sentence which he quotes from an article on certain Athenian 
tombs. 1 ‘Damasistrateand her husband clasp hands at parting. A 
child and a kinswoman stand beside the chair, but husband and 
wife have no eyes save for each other, and the calm intensity 
of their parting gaze answers all questionings as to the position 
of the wife and mother in Attic society. Homer says, in a 
notable verse. ‘There is nothing finer than when a man and his 
wife live together in true union* - ofioc^poveuvre, ‘sharing the 
same thoughts*. If an illustrator of Homer wanted to illustrate 
this verse, he would automatically turn to these paintings and 
sculptures - made for a people who held women, especially 
wives, in slight esteem! 

1 will say no more about vases, but turn to Attic tragedy. 
One of its notable features is its splendid succession of tragic 
heroines - three Clytemnestras, four Electras, Tecmcssa, 
Antigone, Ismene, Deianeira, locaste, Medea, Phaedra, Andro¬ 
mache, Hecuba, Helen. They differ in character, naturally, but 
all are vigorously drawn: none is a dummy. What is more, the 
vigorous, enterprising and intelligent character is commoner 
than the other sort. This, it may be said, is natural enough in 
drama. Perhaps so: but it is not inevitable that in Euripides the 
women, good or bad, should so often be more enterprising 
than the men. The clever woman who contrives something 
when the men are at a loss is almost a stock character in Euri¬ 
pides - Helen, for example, and Iphigcnia (in the Iphigenia in 
Tauris ). As for enterprise - ‘Come!’ says the old slave to the 
ill-used Creousa in the Ion, ‘you must do something womanly. 
Take to the sword! Poison him!* 2 It is hard to believe that the 
dramatists never, even by accident, portrayed the stunted 
creatures among whom (we are to suppose) they actually lived, 
and got these vivid people out of books - from Homer. As if 
a modem dramatist turned from his despised contemporaries, 

i. ByJ. S. Blake-Rced in the Manchester Guardian. 2 , Ion, 843. 
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drew his women from Chaucer or Shakespeare - and made a 
success of it. Euripides indeed makes women complain of 
what they suffer at men’s hands - much of it as relevant to 
modern society as to ancient: he also makes many of his men 
suffer at the hands of vengeful and uncontrollable women. 
Some moderns accuse Euripides of being a feminist; ancient 
critics - with more reason, I think - called him a misogynist. 
At least, he did not think them negligible: nor did Aeschylus 
and Sophocles. 

Now that we have positive reason for doubting at any rate 
the extreme doctrine of repression and disdain, let us, like the 
uneasy detective aforementioned, examine some of the 
evidence again. ‘It is difficult for women to get out’, says 
Jcbb, quoting Aristophanes, in a note which otherwise deals 
with the very careful supervision of unmarried girls. The 
suggestion is that married women too were carefully kept 
indoors: and any classical scholar would remember that 
Xenophon speaks somewhere of putting bolts and bars on the 
door of the women’s quarters. But if we actually turn up the 
passage in Aristophanes we get a rather different impression. 
It runs (a married woman is speaking): ‘It’s difficult for women 
to get out, what with dancing attendance on one’s husband, 
keeping the servant-girl awake, bathing the baby, feeding it...’ 
We have heard not dissimilar tilings in our own time: the 
ogre lias disappeared from this passage at least. 

But she was not allowed out unless she had someone to keep 
an eye on her? The lively Theophrastus helps us here. With his 
habitual fineness of distinction Theophrastus describes three 
characters all of whom we might call ‘mean’. The first of them 
is straightforwardly ‘stingy’: it is characteristic of him to come 
before quarter-day to collect sixpence due to him as interest 
on a loan, to turn die whole house upside-down if his wife has 
lost a threepenny bit, and to prevent a man from helping him¬ 
self to a fig from his garden, or from picking up a date or olive 
in his orchard. Then there is, literally, ‘the man of base gain’, 
who gives short measure, feeds his slaves badly, and sponges on 
his friends in petty ways. But it is the third who concerns us 
at die moment. He does the family shopping, as the men 
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regularly did, but instead of handing it to his slave to carry 
home, he carries it home himself, meat, vegetables and all, in a 
fold in his tunic: moreover, although his wife brought him a 
dowry of .£5,000, he does not allow her to keep a maid, but 
when she goes out he hires a little girl from the women’s 
market to attend her. This kind of mcaness is ‘aneleutheria’, or 
‘conduct unbecoming a gentleman’: Theophrastus defines it 
as ‘a lack of self-respect where it involves money’. That is to 
say, for a lady to be properly attended when she went abroad 
was only her due. And I may add here, with a conventional 
apology for its coarseness, another detail from Theophrastus 
which contributes something material to our argument. One of 
his Characters is the Coarse Buffoon, ‘who will stand by the 
door of the barber’s shop and tell the world at large that he 
means to get drunk ... and when he sees a lady coming he will 
raise his dress and show his privy parts’. There were all sorts in 
the streets of Athens. There were perhaps very good reasons 
for not allowing girls to go about unguarded. 

Then if we actually look at the bolts and bars passage, we 
find that their purpose is ‘that die female slaves may not have 
babies without our knowledge, 1 and to prevent tilings being 
improperly taken out of the women’s quarters’: which may 
serve to remind 11s to what an extent the Greek home was also 
a factory. Quite apart from what we regard as ‘domestic work’, 
there was the making of clothes - from the raw wool, the 
grinding as well as the baking of the flour from the corn which 
the husband had brought in, the provision of food for the 
winter. We have in fact to think away most of our shops and 
the diings that come in packets. Clearly the wife’s position was 
one of great responsibility. Hollywood demonstrates to us, 
both by precept and example, tliat romantic love is the only 
possible basis for a happy and lasting marriage: was the Greek 
necessarily dull or cynical because he thought differently? He 
was aware of the force of ‘romantic’ love - and generally 
represented it as a destructive thing (see Sophocles, Antigone , 

1, Both Xenophon and Aristotle remark that to have children made a decent 
slave more well-disposed to his owner. But a man does like to have some idea 
who is likely to be born in his house. 



LIFE AND CHARACTER 


231 


78t ff., and Euripides, Medea , 628 ff. ‘When love is temperate, 
nothing is more enchanting: but save me from the other sort!’) 

But tills is all very well: the man had Ills hetaerae and worse. 
What about that passage in the Neacra-speech? - what indeed? 
It is sometimes used as if it had all the authority of a state- 
document -but what is it? A remark made, in a disreputable 
case, by a pleader who is very much a man of the world to a 
jury of a hundred or more ordinary Athenians, very many of 
whom are there because the seven-and-sixpenny juror’s fee 
pays the fishmongers’ bill at the end of the week. ‘Hetaerae 
indeed! Pretty slave-girls! Too expensive for the likes of us - 
but thank you for the compliment!’ And in any case, what is 
the speaker actually saying? His whole argument is concerned 
to bring out the enormity of Stephanus’ offence in foisting 
upon the body-politic alien and even tainted stock. This is not 
snobbery: it has its roots in the conception that the polis is a 
union of kinsmen. Therefore he says, ‘Hetaerae and slave-girls 
are all very well, but when we come down to bed-rock, on 
which the existence of our polis depends, and the sustenance of 
our individual households, to whom do we turn? To our 
wives.’ Far from implying contempt for the wife, this passage 
raises her beyond the reach of other women. It is in fact en¬ 
tirely in keeping with the evidence of the vase-paintings. It is 
our entirely different material and social background, and our 
inheritance of centuries of romance, which make us misread 
passages like these and then to try to argue away the evidence 
from painting and drama. Even so lively and sensitive a scholar 
as T. R. Glover represents Socrates as saying this to a friend: 
‘Is there anybody to whom you entrust more serious matters 
than to your wife - or to whom you talk less?’ 1 But the plain 
meaning of the Greek is ‘... to whom you entrust more serious 
things, and with whom you have fewer arguments?’ And the 
reason why he has fewer arguments with his wife is (by impli¬ 
cation) that they are working together in partnership and 
understanding. 

Boys were sent to school, taught to read and write, and edu¬ 
cated in poetry, music and gymnastics: girls did not go to 
1. Glover, From Pericles to Philip, 346; Xenophon, Econ., HI, 12. 
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school at al! - another proof that the Athenian despised women 
and preferred dolts. The Athenian woman was illiterate and 
uneducated - so that when she went to the theatre and heard 
Antigone talking so nobly and intelligently, she must have 
opened her dull eyes in astonishment, wondering what sort of 
a creature this was, and how Sophocles could ever have imag¬ 
ined that a woman could be like that! It is obviously grotesque. 
It comes, again, from our confusing Athens with Manchester. 

First, we arc making an assumption w r hich may or may not 
be true when we argue that because a girl did not go to school 
she was illiterate. Children have been known to pick up the art 
of reading at home, and what we know of Athenian intelli¬ 
gence and curiosity suggests that our assumption is unsafe. 
Secondly, those who cannot read today are sub-human, but 
that is not true of a society in which books are comparatively 
rare things. To the ordinary Athenian the ability to read was 
comparatively unimportant; conversation, debate, the theatre, 
much more than the written word, were the real sources of 
education. The boy was not sent to school to work for a certifi¬ 
cate and thereby given ‘educational advantages’ (that is, 
qualifications for a job better than the manual work which we 
admire so much more than the Greeks). The Greek, in his per¬ 
verse and limited way, sent the boys to school to be trained for 
manhood - in morals, manners and physique. Reading and 
writing were taught, but these rudiments could not have taken 
very long. The rest of the elementary curriculum was the 
learning of poetry and singing (mousike), and physical train¬ 
ing: mousike was prized chiefly as a training in morals and in 
wisdom, and the moral influence of ‘gymnastike’ was by no 
means overlooked. 

What was the girl doing meanwhile? Being instructed by 
her mother in the arts of the female-citizen: if we say ‘house¬ 
work’ it sounds degrading, but if we say Domestic Science it 
sounds eminently respectable; and we have seen how varied 
and responsible it was. To assume that she was taught nothing 
else is quite gratuitous, and the idea that her father would never 
discuss anything political with her is disproved by the Neaera- 
passage. 
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But did women have any opportunity of sharing in the real 
education that Athens offered? I11 the Assembly and law- 
courts, no - except at second-hand. What about the theatre? 
Were women admitted? This is a very interesting point. The 
evidence is various, clear and unanimous: they were. I quote 
one or two samples. Plato, denouncing poetry in general and 
tragedy in particular, calls it a kind of rhetoric addressed to 
‘boys, women and men, slaves and free citizens, without dis¬ 
tinction*. This would be unintelligible if none but male citizens 
were admitted to the dramatic festivals. I11 the Frogs of Aristo- % 
pbanes Aeschylus is made to attack Euripides for his ‘im¬ 
morality*; Euripides, he says, has put on the stage such aban¬ 
doned sluts ‘that decent women have hanged themselves for 
shame*. Why should they, if they were carefully kept at home? 
The ancient Lije of Aeschylus tells the story that the Chorus of 
Furies in the Eunwnides was so terrific that boys died of fright 
and women had miscarriages - a silly enough tale, but who¬ 
ever first told it obviously thought that women did attend the 
theatre. 

The evidence is decisive, but ‘in the treatment of this matter 
scholars appear to have been unduly biased by a preconceived 
opinion as to what was right and proper. Undoubtedly 
Athenian women were kept in a state of almost Oriental seclu¬ 
sion. And the old Attic comedy was pervaded by a coarseness 
which seems to make it utterly unfit for boys and women. For 
these reasons some writers have gone so far as to assert that 
they were never present at any dramatic performances what¬ 
soever. Others, while not excluding them from tragedy, have 
declared that it was an impossibility that they should have been 
present at the performance of comedy.* 1 Impossible; ganz un- 
moglich! That is the end of the matter. But Haigh, though 
believing in Oriental seclusion, shows that the evidence dis¬ 
proves the notion that women could attend Tragedy but not 
Comedy. And even if we violate the evidence, we gain no¬ 
thing, because the tragic tetralogy itself ended with the satyric 
play, of which the one surviving example (Euripides’ Cyclops) 
contains jokes which would make the Stock Exchange turn 
pale. In this matter, then, there was an equality and a freedom 

I, Haigh, The Attic Theatre , 3rd edition (by A. W. Pickitrd-Cambridge). 
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between the sexes inconceivable to us - though not perhaps to 
eighteenth-century Paris. 1 

It seems then - to sum up this discussion - that the evidence 
we have hardly warrants such phrases as ‘kept in almost 
Oriental seclusion’. Scholars have not made a clear enough dis¬ 
tinction between girls and married women, nor between con¬ 
ditions of life in Athens and Manchester, nor between Classical 
Greek and modern literature. Theocritus, in the early third 
century b.c., writes a lively mime describing how a Syracusan 
lady in Alexandria visits a friend and goes with her through 
*the streets to a festival: and wc arc told, ‘These are Dorian 
ladies: see how much more freedom they had than the 
Athenians’. The inference seems illegitimate. We ought rather 
to say, ‘This poem was written in Alexandria, a cosmopolitan 
city, in an age when the city-state had come to an end, and 
politics were the concern of kings and their officials, not of the 
ordinary citizen. See therefore what different subjects the poets 
now write about. No longer do they confine themselves to 
matters which touch the life of the polls: instead, they actually 
begin to write about private and domestic life.’ 

But the doctrine of ‘seclusion’ has taken such a hold that 
when a married woman in Aristophanes tells us why it is hard 
for her to go out, we do not think it necessary to listen: we 
know already. And when we find perfectly good evidence that 
women went to the theatre - often to see plays wliich we 
should certainly not allow our women to see ~ we struggle 
against it. After this, die unconscious argument seems to run: 
‘If women had such a position among us, the reason would be 
masculine arrogance and repression: therefore, that was the 
reason in Athens. The Adienian certainly neglected and prob¬ 
ably despised his women - unless they were foreigners and not 
too respectable.’ Then wc are surprised at the vases, and argue 
away the indications to be drawn from the women-characters 
in tragedy. We forget the physical conditions of Greek life, 
how T primitive they were, and how such conditions necessarily 
distinguish sharply between the way of life and the interests of 

I. It is true that comedy and the satyric drama were associated with ‘religion* 
- and that it often removes all difficulties to call the same thing by a different 
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men and women. We arc assured that the Athenian turned to 
the company of hetaerae because these women were educated 
and their wives were dolts. What innocence! Even among 
ourselves it is not unknown that the girl who lives alone in a 
small flat and takes her meals out may have a more active social 
life than the married woman. These hetaerae were adven¬ 
turesses who had said No to the serious business of life. Of 
course they amused men - ‘But, my dear fellow, one doesn’t 
marry a woman like that’. 

Similarly, we contemplate the legal disabilities of women, 
and particularly of the heiress. This, wc say, proves how little 
the Athenian thought of the dignity of women. It proves 
nothing of the sort. It proves only what we knew before, how 
little the Athenian - or at any rate Athenian law, which may 
not be the same thing - thought of the convenience and in¬ 
terests of the individual in comparison with the interests of the 
social group - the family or the polis. The case of Apollodorus 
v. Polycles (Demosthenes) is worth mentioning in this con¬ 
nexion. 

Apollodorus is a wealthy man of affairs, and a trierarch. The 
Assembly decides that a naval expedition is urgently necessary. 
The trierarchs are to bring their ships to the pier the next day, 
and to serve on them for six months. Has Apollodorus com¬ 
plicated business affairs on hand? Docs he hear, during the six 
months, that his mother is dying? Is the crew allotted to him 
both insuflicient and incompetent, so that if he wants a proper 
crew he must pay the men himself and take his chance of get¬ 
ting his money back? - That is all bad luck, but it makes no 
difference. Apollodorus can get a friend to look after his affairs 
for him - that is the sort of thing friends were for - and his 
mother can die without him. Apollodorus cannot leave his 
ship. No one would suggest that Apollodorus was as roughly 
treated as an heiress, but the principle is the same. Nor should 
we consider the position of die heiress without also considering 
the religious and social importance of the family, and the 
solemn responsibilities of the head of the family for the time 
being. The extinction of a family, and therefore of its religious 
cults, was a disaster, and the dissipation of its property hardly 
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less calamitous. Let 11s then by all means feel sympathetic to¬ 
wards the heiress-as wc do towards those unsuccessful generals 
who were executed ~ bnt let us not too hastily assume that the 
law regarding them indicates contempt of women. After all, 
among the Romans at a comparable stage in their history, the 
Paterfamilias still legally possessed powers of life and death 
over members of his family. We must see the thing in its com¬ 
plete setting before we begin drawing inferences. 

What can be said about the social life of the men? Here again 
we must remember the nature of our evidence: no Athenian 
ever set himself the task of drawing a picture of contem¬ 
porary society - nor indeed of writing in such a way that 
such a picture emerges as a by-product. We have plenty of 
lively details, but we have to be very careful how we generalize 
from it. 

We know that politically Athens was ‘exclusive’. The lines 
drawn between slave and free, alien and native, were sharp; it 
was difficult to cross them, and illegal assumption of superior 
political status was severely punished. It is natural for us to 
think that this political exclusiveness was accompanied by a 
similar social exclusiveness - but that seems to be quite wrong. 
‘Citizen* meant ‘member*, and ‘membership* depended on 
birth. Only to reward exceptional services was ‘membership* 
given to an alien - who after all was normally a ‘member* of 
another state. ‘Citizen* did not mean ‘superior person*. 

Indeed, one’s general impression of Athenian society is that 
it was singularly free from barriers that depended on status, 
whether political or financial. At the beginning of Plato’s 
Republic wc have a very pleasant picture of old Cephalus. He 
was an alien (though a rich one), but he mixed freely in the 
best Athenian society. Socrates was poor, and of no distin¬ 
guished family, but we find him dining with the great without 
any sort of embarrassment on either side, and talking, in the 
city, with rich aristocrats and artisans on precisely the same 
terms. And not only Socrates: Antisthenes, a fellow-guest in 
Xenophon’s Symposium , is also a poor man. But this evidence 
is of course selective; Plato and Xenophon had no occasion to 
mention rich men who were unintelligent and snobs. 
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But there is other evidence. There is - to take the extreme 
case - the treatment of slaves. Wc know, from vase-painting 
and other sources - that real friendship between the slave and 
his owner was not uncommon: it all depended on the in¬ 
dividuals concerned. Enslavement, after all, was a haphazard 
thing. Many a slave was a very decent and intelligent man, and 
the Athenians were sensible enough to distinguish between the 
status and the man. The slave who, by a common usage, work¬ 
ed out his own emancipation received the status of ‘mctic’ or 
'resident alien’, and nothing suggests that he did not receive 
that place in society which his own character and talents could 
command. Only once in the extant forensic speeches is slave- 
origin used as a taunt, and that is by Apollodorus, whose own 
father Pasion had been the slave, the highly respected manager, 
and eventually the successor, of a banker, and then had been 
made a citizen. 

Between rich and poor the political division became sharp 
enough, but how far was there a social division too? Certainly, 
one would say,' not so far as among us. You could not tell that 
a given Athenian was ‘no class’ as soon as lie opened his 
mouth, and, as we saw earlier, the essentials of education were 
available on the same terms to all. We get the impression that 
the Athenian was much more open-minded in his appraisal of 
men than we arc - which in any case we ought to expect in a 
society much more exposed to sudden reversals of fortune. 

For instance, Theophrastus’ Characters analyse thirty separ¬ 
ate faults or deficiencies: the pure snob is not among them. 
There is indeed the Petty-proud man. He keeps an Ethiopian 
slave: if he has a pet jackdaw he trains it to hop up and down a 
little ladder wearing a shield: when he has gone in procession 
with the other knights he swaggers about the town still wear¬ 
ing his riding-cloak and spurs: he has his hair cut rather too 
often: he keeps a pet monkey: he has a private wrestling- 
ground, and when he lends it for a match he is careful to arrive 
late, so that people will nudge each other and say ‘That’s the 
owner*. There is the Oligarchic man. He never goes out before 
midday (thus proving that he has nothing to do with anything 
so vulgar as business), wears his cloak with studied elegance, 
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wears his hair and beard neither too long nor too short, and 
has antidemocratic political views. ‘Let us have a committee of 
one - provided that he is a strong man’; ‘We should keep these 
fellows in their place’. In these men there is indeed a certain 
lack of affability - as there is too in the Arrogant man, who 
won’t speak until he is spoken to, and entertains men in his 
house but won’t dine with them himself- but they are not the 
dreary money-snob. 

We hear a lot about ‘good form’, and a lot about personal 
qualities. Sometimes we are tempted to think that if you were 
ugly, the man you met took it as a personal insult. So Apollo- 
dorus (Demosthenes XLV, 77): ‘My face, my quick walk, my 
loud voice, do not, I think, make me one of fortune’s favour¬ 
ites. They put me at a disadvantage, inasmuch as they annoy 
other people without doing me any good.’ A deep voice was 
approved of, and a dignified walk, but excess of elegance (as 
we have seen) was ungentlemanly: it is the Petty-proud man 
who is at special pains to keep his teeth white: on the other 
hand it is the Disgusting man who has black ones. The Boor 
shows too much bare leg when he sits down, answers the door 
himself, sings in the (public) bath, and drives nails into his 
shoes; just as the Mean man (the anelcutheros) wears shoes that 
are all patches, and swears that they are stronger than horn. 
There is one character who sounds like a nouveau-riche: he is 
the Late-lcarner. This man, when he is 70 or more, learns 
poetry and has lessons in dancing, wrestling and riding: his 
fault is that he shows off unseasonably and unsuccessfully. 
There is no tinge of social superiority in the portrait. The silly 
man practises shooting ana throwing the javelin with the 
youngsters, and offers to show the tutor how to do it, ‘as if the 
tutor knew nothing about it either’. 

Theophrastus is hard to leave, and I will not leave him with¬ 
out at least introducing the Officious man and the Slow and 
Stupid man, irrelevant though they may be. The Officious 
man will show you a short cut and get lost - very Hellenic 
this! - will ‘try an experiment’ by giving wine to a man whose 
doctor has forbidden it, and so will lay the poor fellow flat; 
and when he is taking an oath will remark to the bystanders, 
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‘You know, this isn't the first time I have taken an oath'. The 
Slow and Stupid man tots up a bill, writes down the total, and 
says, ‘What does it come to?’ He is left alone in the theatre, 
fast asleep, when everyone else has gone. Somebody asks him 
if he knows how many funerals went along the Cemetery 
Road last month, and he replies, ‘I only wish you and I had 
half as many'. And after dining unwisely he has to get up in 
the night to go to the public place, and on the return journey 
he goes into his neighbour's house by mistake, and is bitten by 
the dog. 

But we must return to our argument, even though that 
means passing over the Tactless man, who serenades his sweet¬ 
heart when she is ill of a fever, calls on a man who has just 
come in from an exhausting journey and invites him to go for 
a walk, acts as arbitrator and sets the parties by the ears when 
their only desire is to be reconciled, and, ‘when he is minded 
to dance, takes hold of another man who is not yet drunk’. 

Poverty is of course deplored. For one thing, it renders a man 
unable to help his friends as he would wish. Euxitheus protests 
that his opponent has sneered at his mother because she sells 
ribbons in the market-place, ‘contrary to the law, which 
allows a case for slander to be brought against anyone who 
makes it a reproach against a citizen, male or female, that he 
or she plies a trade in the market’. It is significant perhaps that 
a law (or clause) was necessary, but then, the market was a 
special case; it raised a presumption that you were something 
of a rascal. (Cf. The Liars' Market, p. 189.) The scoundrel who 
got up the case against Euxidieus urged too that his mother 
was a nurse. ‘And what of that?’ he says. ‘Like many others we 
were badly hit by the war. Plenty of Athenian women are 
acting as nurses: I will give you names, if you like.’ 

We are often assured, with more or less of qualification, that 
the Greek despised manual work. The idea was dismissed by 
Zimmem (in his Greek Commonwealth) as ‘grotesque’, and 
the adjective, I think, was well-chosen. As in considering the 
treatment of women, we have to rid ourselves of certain 
contemporary notions before we properly appraise the Greek 
attitude. We have also to consider who our authorities’ are, 
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and what they were talking about. It is a modem habit to 
speak, in the tone of one uttering an incantation, of‘the work¬ 
ers*. The Greek was too simple-minded to think in chunks like 
this. He would want to know ‘Working at what? And how?* 
For example, we have it on the authority of Socrates (as 
reported by Xenophon, Econ. IV, 3) that some states (not 
Athens) forbid their citizens to engage in mechanical occupa¬ 
tions. We at once think of the rule which the Amateur Row¬ 
ing Association is said to have (or to have had), that no one 
who follows a ‘menial occupation* can be an amateur oars¬ 
man. We are perhaps surprised to find such snobbery in 
Socrates, of all men: but if we look at the passage we shall find 
that it implies no snobbery at all. What leads up to it is this: 
‘Men do indeed speak ill of those occupations which are called 
handicrafts, and they are quite rightly held of little repute in 
communities, because they weaken the bodies of those who 
make their living at them by compelling them to sit and pass 
their days indoors. Some indeed work all the time by a fire. 
Put when the body becomes effeminate the mind too is debili¬ 
tated. Besides, these mechanical occupations leave a man no 
leisure to attend to his friends* interests, or the public interest. 
This class therefore cannot be of much use to his friends or 
defend his country. Indeed, some states, especially the most 
warlike, do not allow a citizen to engage in these handicraft 
occupations.* 

When he was confronted with a proposition, the Greek, 
being simple-minded, did not as a rule ask whether it was re¬ 
actionary, or popular, or ‘deviationist*: he was inclined to ask 
if it was true. States w hich, as it were, limited the franchise to 
those classes who were likely to be always ready for military 
service (among whom would certainly be included all farmers) 
may have taken a narrow view of a state’s functions, but they 
cannot on this account be said to have despised manual work 
per se. 

Suppose w r e apply Socrates* reasoning to our own times. As 
it happens, I have written most of this book sitting by the fire. 
If I had to march to Bridgwater next week I should faint by 
the wayside: certainly I should want to throw away my shield. 
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Ifl were called up for jury-service I should probably ask to be 
excused, on the grounds that my University could not con¬ 
tinue without me. Socrates would no doubt find me extremely 
interesting as an individual, but he would think me a poor 
citizen and put my trade on his black-list. But it would be un¬ 
safe to conclude that Socrates 'despised intellectual work*. In 
fact, what he is objecting to is not menial work, but specializa¬ 
tion. Work on the land meets with his warmest commenda¬ 
tion. He does not sneer at 'the clod-hopper/ 

And let us not forget that Socrates here is speaking politic¬ 
ally, not socially - and he was not the sort to allow irrelevant 
considerations to interfere with an argument (nor were Plato 
and Aristotle cither). We see a different side of Socrates in the 
Memorabilia, III, io - the Socrates who spent much of his time 
drifting into workshops or studios (for the two were hardly 
differentiated) and talking to the 'worker’ about his trade. 
And, says Xenophon, they found his conversation very useful 
to them. Xenophon records a conversation with a certain 
corslet-maker, Pistias. 'What an admirable invention is the 
corslet! It gives protection where protection is needed, and yet 
doesn’t prevent a man from using his arms. Tell me, Pistias, 
why do you charge more than other makers? Your corslets are 
no stronger, and they are made of the same materials’. Pistias 
explains that his are better proportioned. ‘But suppose your 
customer is himself ill-proportioned?’ Pistias explains that he 
makes them fit the individual. 'So that proportion’, says Soc¬ 
rates, ‘is not an absolute, but is relative to the wearer - And, of 
course, if they fit well, the weight is evenly distributed, and 
therefore less noticeable/ ‘Exactly’, says Pistias: 'that is the 
reason why I think that my work deserves a good price. But 
there are people who prefer a highly ornamented corslet/ 

These workmen thought well both of themselves and of 
their trades. Vase-paintings - made for ordinary sale - often 
give us a scene in a workshop. Most frequently, as is only 
natural, they show us the potter’s own operations, but other 
trades are illustrated too. English potters have often decorated 
their wares with butterflies, or with sweet country cottages: I 
am not aware that the factory itself has ever been put on a 
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plate or a jug. There may be other reasons for this, but at least 
the fact that the Greek potter used his own trade for purposes 
of decoration suggests that there was no general social pre¬ 
judice against it. 

We hear, in the Memorabilia, of a certain Eutherus, a man of 
property ruined by the war, like the Aristarchus whom we met 
earlier. He had taken on some manual work - what it was, we 
are not told - thinking this better than trying to sponge on 
friends. ‘This is all very well/ says Socrates, ‘but what will you 
do when you are too old for labouring? You had better find 
someone who wants an estate-manager - someone to super¬ 
intend the labourers, supervise the harvest, and so on. A posi¬ 
tion like this will be much more useful to you when you are 
old/ Very sensible advice - and what does Euthcrus say? 
Something so fundamentally Hellenic that I have heard it from 
a Greek myself, from the proprietor of a small and failing res¬ 
taurant in a small and decaying Greek town. While I was there, 
enjoying day by day his admirably cooked meals, he was 
forced to give in and to accept a job in a restaurant elsewhere. I 
began to express what good wishes my Modem Greek en¬ 
abled me to express, but he cut me short and with a look and 
gesture of infinite bitterness he said: ‘Hypallelos!’, ‘subordinate’. 
This is exactly what Eutherus said. Euthcrus did not mind 
being a manual labourer, but to be a gentleman-bailiff.,.! As 
the Bohn translator says, in his racy maimer, ‘I should with 
great reluctance, Socrates/ said he, ‘submit to slavery/ Soc¬ 
rates points out that managing an estate is very like managing 
a city, and that is the opposite of a slave’s job. Euthcrus is ob¬ 
stinate: ‘I will not expose myself to anybody’s censure/ ‘That 
is difficult’, says Socrates. ‘But you must find someone who is 
not censorious - a fair-minded man, for whom you will be 
able to undertake tasks which arc within your powers, and 
decline those which are not/ What Eutherus did we do not 
know - but to be an estate-manager! Oh Zeus! 

In fact the Greek attitude to work seems to have been a very 
sensible one: there is no such thing as ‘work’ in the abstract. 
Everything depends on what the job was - and particularly, on 
whether it left you your own master. The citizen did not mind 
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working alongside slaves: the difference was that he could 
knock off and go to the Assembly, and the slave could not. 
Pistias could shut up shop when he liked: ‘Back tomorrow’. 
He had an interesting trade, he could take a pride in his work, 
and if his customers did not like his goods they could go else¬ 
where. The Greeks appraised work: they were neither snob¬ 
bish nor sentimental about it. When Aristotle said that menial 
and mechanical occupations unfit a man for citizenship, it is im¬ 
possible to controvert him, on his own ground. It was not a 
prejudice: it was judgment, quite valid on his own premisses. 
Aristophanes lampoons Cleon as a violent and vulgar seller of 
hides - but he does not sneer at the sellers of hides who were 
not violent and vulgar. Of the son of his prosecutor Anytus, 
Socrates said ( Memorabilia, 30), ‘I don’t think he will stay in the 
servile trade to which his father has put him’ - apparently, 
again, selling hides; ‘He is a lad of ability/ Exactly: he is a cut 
above that. In fact, the occupation that was generally looked 
down upon was selling by retail, and the reason for this was 
partly economic prejudice - such a person does not really do 
anything, but is a parasite - partly moral (The Liars' Market), 
and partly, one might almost say, aesthetic, for such a person 
does not make anything that demands skill or gives satisfac¬ 
tion. We have the term ‘counter-jumper’ ourselves: ‘and’ says 
Demosthenes 1 talking of more exalted dealers, ‘in the world of 
commerce and finance it is thought quite remarkable if a man 
is both clever and honest/ In the later Greek world there 
are plenty of philosophers and writers who write with scorn 
about ‘work’, but that was a split world, which had invented 
‘culture’. 

To bring this rather rambling chapter to an end we may per¬ 
haps ask if there are any general characteristics of the people 
which have not been mentioned, or have been insufficiently 
treated. There is certainly one. 

The reader may perhaps have been startled that a litigant 
should openly admit that he is bringing a prosecution in order 
to be avenged on his opponent. 2 This is a motive which among 
us would be carefully concealed: indeed, it is one which the 
I. Defending the banker Phormio. 2. See above, p. 218. 
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defence, not the prosecution, would seek to establish. Yet in 
the Greek courts it is proclaimed quite openly. It is a matter 
worth considering at some length. 

Obviously, it is no explanation simply to say that the Greeks 
were vindictive. Perhaps they were - but why should such 
desire for revenge be regarded as a merit? For it certainly was, 
provided that the desire and the vengeance sought were not 
considered unreasonable. This is shown by the one character of 
Theophrastus which it is difficult for us to understand - the 
Ironical man. The word ‘ironical’ lias completely changed its 
meaning. ‘Irony’ was the opposite of boasting and exaggera¬ 
tion, and being the opposite was equally a fault: for the Greek 
always knew what recent political history has taught us, that 
the opposite of a bad man is not a good man, but a different 
sort of man. ‘Irony’ meant not only understatement, but also a 
lack of frankness, and dissembling of real motives, and a parade 
of false ones. Theophrastus’ Ironical man is, then, among other 
things, that ‘he goes up to his enemies to chat with them, in¬ 
stead of showing hatred. He will praise to their faces those 
whom he attacked behind their backs, and will sympathize 
with them in their defeats. He will show forgiveness to his 
rcvilers, and excuse things said against him.’ 1 We can be quite 
certain that what Theophrastus is objecting to is not that the 
‘forgiveness’ is insincere. As the braggart affects to be a much 
finer fellow than he is, so his opposite, the Ironical man, affects 
(among other tilings) to be much meaner than he is; and how 
can a man more clearly display meanness of mind than by 
affecting to forgive his enemies? Even, to pretend to do this is 
disgusting: really to do it would be worse. 

This is thoroughly Greek. ‘Love your friends and hate your 
enemies’ was a maxim which nobody before Socrates ever 
thought of challenging. Aristotle’s pattern of nobility is the 
‘highminded man’ or the ‘man of great soul’. (The literal Latin 
equivalent, ‘magnanimous’, has acquired a different and most 
un-Aristotelian colour.) He, unlike the Ironical man, will be 
open both in his friendships and in his hatred, for concealment 
is a sign of fear. 


1. Jebb’s translation. 
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We can understand that insincerity is a bad thing: what we 
have also to understand is that to forgive your enemies is a bad 
tiling, and to be revenged on them a plain duty. 

This extremely unchristian morality arises partly out of the 
nature of Greek society, in which the group is socially more 
important than with us, and the individual less important. The 
individual is a member first of his family, then of his polis. A 
wrong done to him is a wrong done to his family or his polis, 
as the case may be, and he must avenge it in the interests of his 
family or his polis. We ourselves have a distant parallel in the 
strictness with which an official or trustee will administer 
funds: it is not for him to be generous with other people’s 
money. 

But much more important than this was the influence of the 
Greek sense of honour. The Greek was very sensitive to his 
standing among his fellows: he was zealous, and was expected 
to be zealous, in claiming what was due to him. Modesty was 
not highly regarded, and that Virtue is its own reward is a 
doctrine that the Greek would think mere foolishness. The 
reward of virtue (1 arete , outstanding excellence) is the praise of 
one’s fellows and of posterity. This runs right through Greek 
life and history, from the singular touchiness of the Homeric 
hero about his ‘prize’. Here is a typical remark: 

If you were to look at die ambitiousness of men, you would be 
surprised how irrational it is, unless you understood their passionate 
thirst for fame, ‘to leave behind them', as the poet says, *a name for 
all succeeding ages’. For this, they arc ready to face any danger - even 
more than for their own children: to spend their substance, to endure 
any physical hardship, to give their lives for it. Why, do you imagine 
that Alcestis would have given her life for Admetus, or Achilles 
given his to avenge Patroclus, if they had not thought that their own 
aret£ would be immortal - as indeed it is? No, the nobler a man is, 
the more is undying fame and immortal arete the spring of his every 
action. 

This is the wise Diotima, instructing Socrates in Plato’s 
Symposium* It fs normal Greek doctrine: wc find it in philo¬ 
sophers, poets ancl political orators. Take the Ethics of Aristotle. 
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If we ourselves were to define ‘greatness of soul’, we should 
postulate certain qualities, these qualities to be continually 
shown in action: but we should not add that the man of great 
soul should be conscious of these qualities, still less that he 
should demand their public recognition. But what does Aris¬ 
totle say? That the ‘man of great soul’ (or ‘of great mind’, or 
both) is one who regards himself as worthy of high things, and 
is in fact worthy of them. The man who overrates himself is 
conceited: the man who underrates himself is mean-minded: 
the man who is worthy only of small things and rates himself 
accordingly is sensible, but not high-minded. The particular 
object of his regard will be the highest tiling diat we know: 
that is, what we offer to the gods, namely Honour. He will 
naturally have all the virtues, otherwise he would not merit 
the highest honour. But he will not overestimate the value 
even of honour, still less of wealth and political power. These 
are inferior to honour, for men desire them for the sake of 
honour, and if a thing is desired for the sake of something else, 
it is necessarily inferior to that something else. He will not run 
risks for small ends, nor exert himself in small things, because he 
despises them: but he will run a great risk, and at a time of 
great danger will be reckless of his life, thinking that life is not 
worth living without honour. He will not be given to admira¬ 
tion, as there is nothing that strikes him as great. 1 He will not 
bear a grudge: he will prefer to overlook injuries. He will not 
care either to be praised or to praise. He will, of course, not 
talk about other men in a personal way, nor speak evil of 
others, not even of Iris enemies, except for the express purpose 
of insulting them. 

Such is this philosopher’s Great Man - and his greatness is 
shown partly in Iris indifference to the ‘praise’ which is the 
normal spur to action. (Socrates for example, says that the 
pood general will put in the front rank the ‘ambitious’ men, 
those who will be ready to brave danger for the sake of 
praise’.) His greatness consists in his just appraisal both of ex¬ 
ternal things and of himself. Unaffected modesty is not one of 

v 

1. As Balfour once said, 'Nothing matters very much, and very few things 
matter at all.* 
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his virtues. He regards above all tilings (but even so, not un¬ 
duly) Honour - and what is this ‘honour’? It is not the inner 
compulsion which we mean by ‘honour’: the nearest Greek 
word to that is aidos, shame. The word that Aristotle uses here 
is Time, and it is significant that this word is also the normal 
Greek for ‘price’ or ‘value’. (The same root in fact turns up in 
our word ‘estimate’.) This indicates the importance which the 
Greek attached to the public acknowledgement of one’s quali¬ 
ties and one’s services. 

Now, it would be a mistake to suppose that the ordinary 
Greek would necessarily admire this character as much as the 
philosopher docs: if a philosopher thought like the rest of 11s he 
would not be much of a philosopher. Nevertheless, making due 
allowance for philosophical thoroughness and abstraction, the 
picture is entirely Greek, exaggerated though it is. Some of the 
details suggest Pericles. (Pericles came home from a party one 
night, escorted by one of his slaves with a torch, and followed 
by a man who hurled abuse and insult at him all the way. 
Pericles took no notice, but on reaching his own house he 
turned to the slave and said, ‘See the fellow home’.) What is 
common to Aristotle’s ‘man of great soul’ and the average 
Greek is his lively sense of his own worth, and his desire for 
‘honour’, that justice should be done to him. 

This it is which does most to explain the unashamed, desire 
for revenge. A man owes it to himself to be revenged; to put 
up with an injury would imply that the other man was ‘better’ 
than you are. 

Aristotle’s character is unusual in this, that he does not bear 
a grudge. But why not? Not because he thinks it morally 
wrong, but because he judges this to be beneath him. He does 
not forgive: he only despises and forgets. The ordinary Greek 
did neither. 

We have noticed how anxious the Greek was to have his 
timS, his due meed of praise. He was - and is - essentially 
emulous, ambitious, anxious to play his own hand. (Unless 
this is understood, modem Greek politics are unintelligible.) 
So, at every hand we meet the idea of ‘contest’, ag&n. Those 
things that we weakly translate ‘Games’ were, in Greek, 
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agones: the dramatic festivals were agones - contests in which 
poet was pitted against poet, actor against actor, choregus 
against choregus. Our word ‘agony’ is a direct development 
from agon; it is the anguish of the struggle that reveals the man. 

With all this goes personal ambition, which die Greek of 
superior talent often found it impossible to control. The best 
commentary on this is Thucydides’ account of the two Greek 
leaders in the Persian War, Themistoclcs the Athenian, who 
engineered Salainis, and Pansanias, the Spartan commander at 
Plataca. Very soon after Plataea Pausanias was sent out with an 
allied fleet to liberate the islands, but he acted with a violence 
which alarmed the allies so much that they begged the Athen¬ 
ians to assume the leadership. The Spartans recalled Pausanias 
to answer charges of injustice to individuals and of intriguing 
with Persia; ‘for he seemed to be behaving more like a tyrant 
than a commander’ (Tliuc. I, 95). As they sent no successor, 
the command fell to the Athenians by default. But Pausanias 
went out again, with a single ship, and presently was found in 
the Troad, intriguing with Persia. Again he was recalled. He 
went home to stand his trial, for he belonged to one of the two 
royal houses, but his contempt of the laws and his adoption of 
Persian manners looked suspicious. Moreover, he had presumed 
to inscribe his own name on the votive-offering which the 
Greeks had made to Delphi as thanksgiving for the victory. 
Helots asserted that he had been tampering with them, plan¬ 
ning an insurrection. In the end, the ephors trapped him into 
confessing his dealings with Persia. To avoid arrest he took 
refuge in a temple, where he was starved to death. 

But die evidence against Pausanias had implicated Therni- 
stocles. He too had given himself rather high and mighty airs, 
and was too much of a radical - and opportunist - to work 
comfortably with Aristeidcs, so that the safety-valve of ostra¬ 
cism was u$ed, and it was Themistocles who was expelled. He 
went to Argos, the irreconcilable enemy of Sparta, and the 
Spartans were no doubt very glad to be able to inform against 
him in Athens. The Athenians sent a party to arrest him, but 
Themistocles was warned, and Thucydides (for once) does not 
disdain a romantic story. Themistocles fled first to Corcyra 
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(Corfu), thence to Adrastus, King of the Molossians, though 
they were not on friendly terms. Adrastus happened to be 
away from home, but Themistocles appealed as a suppliant to 
his wife. She told him to sit on the hearth, and gave him her 
child to hold. When Adrastus returned, Themistocles, as sup¬ 
pliant, could plead his case, which was: ‘1 did you an injury: 
but a man of honour avenges himself only on his equals, and 
in my present case 1 am helpless. Besides, I opposed you only in 
the matter of a request you made, whereas my present proposi¬ 
tion to you is a matter of life and death.’ It is piquant to find 
this subtle politician in so Homeric a setting. Adrastus pro¬ 
tected him, until of his own wish Themistocles made his way 
to Asia, and sent a letter to Xerxes’ son and successor: ‘I did 
your father more harm than any other Greek, when he attack¬ 
ed us, but I also did him great service, by dissuading the Greeks 
because I am friendly towards you, and I can do you much 
service. I wish to wait a year, and then visit you.’ The King 
approved, and during the year Themistocles learned all he 
could of the language and institutions of Persia. He became a 
great man with the King, governor of Magnesia in Asia, where 
he died at last of disease and was rewarded with a monument, 
‘though some say that he poisoned himself, when he found that 
he had promised the King more than he could perform’. The 
malicious touch is very Greek, but it seems most unlikely that 
so clever a man as'Themistocles would ever have dug such a 
pit for himself. ‘Such was the end of Pausanias the Spartan and 
of Themistocles the Athenian, who had been the most distin¬ 
guished men of their time.’ 1 Not for nothing does Greek 
tragedy speak as it does against hybris, and so often represent 
Hope as a snare and a temptation. 

Finally, we must not forget that the Greeks were southern¬ 
ers. The serenity of Greek art, the poise of the Greek mind, 
and the safe Greek doctrine of the Golden Mean, encourages 

f >erhaps the idea that the Greek was an untroubled and passion- 
ess creature; and the idea is perhaps reinforced by conceptions 
drawn from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century neo-classic- 
ism, and conceivably from modern performances of Greek 
1. Thucydides, I, 94-96, 128-138. 
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plays, in which dimly-robed women gather in sculpturesque 
groups on the stage and recite, in artificial and rather embarras¬ 
sing unison, a lot of lugubrious mythology. 

It is all wrong. Nothing that does not quiver with controlled 
excitement is Classical Greek - though it may be post-classical. 
If Aeschylus docs not leave you excited and transfigured, you 
have not been getting Aeschylus. (It may be that it is impos¬ 
sible to get Aeschylus now without studying Aeschylus: that is 
another matter.) 

Let us for a moment consider this matter of Greek plays. 
The dialogue-scenes give us no trouble: they are dramatic 
enough. It is what happens between them that chills the blood: 
the elegant group of maidens or old men reciting Swinburne, all 
at once. Those who find this dull should not blame the Greeks: 
they would not have endured it for five minutes. These choral 
odes were never spoken, but always sung: not only were they 
sung but they were also danced: and not only were they 
danced - as indeed they sometimes are in modern revivals - 
but they were danced in a circular dancing-floor nearly ninety 
feet in diameter. Now, it is roughly true that die only people 
today who know anything about Greek dancing are those who 
teach it: to try to reconstruct it from die few representations 
on vase-paintings is most hazardous, for the reason that vase- 
painters knew nothing and cared less about perspective: if they 
show a frieze-like procession diat means only that a frieze-like 
procession made an effective decoration on a vase, not that the 
dance looked like this. But we have left the metre of the poetry, 
and that gives us at least the rhythm, and, as it were, the 
ground-floor plan of die music and the dance: and from these 
it is perfeedy obvious that the dances were eloquent, varied, 
and, where necessary, tumultuous. From these we can see for 
example that the dance-sequences in Aeschylus tended to be 
architectural in conception: in Sophocles, extremely plastic. 
The story of the Chorus of Furies in the Eumenides (p. 233), 
though foolish, is testimony that Aeschylus was not domin¬ 
ated by ideas of neo-classic dignity; and testimony of a different 
sort is not hard to come by. For example, in that most 
stately and exciting play the Seven Against Thebes, the chorus 
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enters in the character of women terrified to death by die 
enemy who are attacking the town. Aeschylus forgets that 
Greek Tragedy, particularly when written by Aeschylus, is 
statuesque: he forgets too that the Chorus always enters to the 
perfectly regular, anapaestic, 4-4 march-rhythm. He brings on 
this chorus to music the time-signature of which would be 


3 + 5 
8 


-and if any modem choreographer should want to 


represent tumult and disorder on the stage, let him try this! (If 
the reader is totally unmusical, let him count, in perfectly 
steady time, 1-2-3-1-2-3-4-5, and try to walk to it, 
taking a step each time he says ‘one’.) Greek tragedy, in fact, is 
like modem opera inasmuch as it combines dramatic speech, 
poetry, music and ballet- in a ninety-foot circle. It is unlike opera 
inasmuch as it is always about something intrinsically impor¬ 
tant, and die words were not only audible, but also make sense. 

This little disquisition shows, perhaps, that die Greeks did 
not make a point of being drab, but on the contrary demanded 
life, movement and colour. Indeed they coloured their statues, 
a discovery which came as a great shock to many modem 
scholars. 

Let us take another illustration of the essentially passionate 
nature of the Greek. The Greek for ‘love* we all know: eros. 
Eros graces Piccadilly Circus, the god of Love, the Greek 
equivalent of Cupid. But how exact is the equivalence? 
‘Cupid’ means ‘desire’, the related adjective ‘cupidus’ often 
means no more than ‘greedy’. But ‘eros* has different associa¬ 
tions: it means something like ‘passionate joy*, and can be 
used quite naturally in a context which has nothing to do with 
love. For example, Ajax, in Sophocles’ play, is utterly dis¬ 
graced and threatens to kill himself. Tecmessa his wife is in des¬ 
pair: so are Ajax’s own men (the Chorus): they will be left 
defenceless against the malice of Ajax’s enemies. But Ajax pro¬ 
fesses to be overborne by their entreaties: he will endure the 
disgrace, and live. Whereupon the chorus sings, and dances, an 
ode which begins with the words: ‘I shiver with eros: my 
abounding joy gives me wings*. Eros is no Cupid; he is some¬ 
thing which makes every nerve tingle. 
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The ‘lover* is the erastes: and in die Funeral Speech the 
grave Pericles, ‘the Olympian* as Aristophanes called him, said 
to the Athenians, ‘You must be erastae of Adicns.* That is, ‘Let 
Athens be to you something that thrills you to the very mar¬ 
row*. - Not the remark of a cold man. 

The doctrine of the Mean is characteristically Greek, but it 
should not tempt us to think that the Greek was one who was 
hardly aware of the passions, a safe, anaesthetic, middle-of-the- 
road man. On the contrary, he valued the Mean so highly be¬ 
cause he was prone to the extremes. It is we more sluggish 
Northerners who have a certain furtive admiration of ex¬ 
tremes. The characteristic fault of bad English poetry - of some 
of the weaker Elizabethan drama, for instance, or of the stuff 
that Dryden wrote for Purcell - is furious bombast: it is as if 
the poet was trying to beat himself up into something like 
excitement. The typical Greek vice is rather a frigid elabora¬ 
tion. The Greek had little need to simulate passion. He sought 
control and balance because he needed them; he knew the 
extremes only too well. When he spoke of the Mean, the 
thought of the tuned string was never very far from his mind. 
The Mean did not imply the absence of tension and lack of 
passion, but the correct tension which gives out the true and 
clear note. 
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